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ABSTRACT 
HIGH SCHOOL INSTRUMENTAL STUDENTS COMPOSE 
FOR BAND AND ORCHESTRA 
Kensuke Hakoda 
Composing is widely recognized by both researchers in music education and the NAfME 
(National Association for Music Education) as an important element in music education.  
However, composing as a primary activity has still not yet been established as an important 
aspect of secondary music education, particularly in the large ensemble setting.  This study shows 
the efforts and outcomes of high school instrumental students as they created a notated musical 
composition for either a concert band or orchestra.  What processes and approaches enabled these 
secondary instrumental students to compose for a large ensemble?  What are the characteristics of 
the completed compositions composed by these secondary instrumental students? What impact 
did this experience have on the student composers who participated in this activity?  In order to 
answer these research questions, qualitative instrumental case studies were conducted with eight 
high school instrumentalists, who participated in 7 workshop processes for composers to compose 
notated composition for either band or orchestra over a 3-month period. Using both expository 
method and discovery method, I taught and witnessed the processes of these eight students as 
they explored and discovered their compositions for band or orchestra, which were performed at 
 the final recital.   The result revealed that given an appropriate environment and tools, high school 
instrumental musicians can compose successfully for a large ensemble such as orchestra or band. 
Although these students had limited background in music theory, they were able to discover ways 
to create their desired effect by exploring and navigating sounds using the notation software, their 
primary instrument, and secondary instruments such as a piano.  The experience fostered their 
curiosity for other instruments in the ensemble and nurtured their desire to learn more about them. 
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I believe that everyone is a composer. Many may disagree with this statement. 
Even trained professional musicians and music educators may be hesitant to call 
themselves composers of music. But, how often do we hear a tune in our head that is 
completely our own? How many of us have sat at a piano or picked up an instrument and 
started to play random notes without notated music in front of us and created a song that 
was solely from our mind? I would argue that many people, especially musicians, have 
experienced both of these activities at numerous times in their everyday lives. 
I first learned to play a band instrument when I came to the United States at the 
age of 16 as an exchange student in small high school in Wisconsin. I learned to play the 
saxophone and enjoyed learning to perform the works of master composers like Gustav 
Holst. I continued to play in the band in college where, as a music education major, I 
encountered compositions by Grainger, Shostakovich, R. V. Williams, and many other 
composers. During those early experiences, my sole focus was to recreate these 
composers’ intentions under the direction of our conductor, paying close attention to the 
how and why of articulations, intonation, phrasing, and tone qualities. I did not give 
much, if any, thought to musical composition until my junior year of college when we got 
a new band director, Dr. Timothy Mahr.  
Like the directors under which I had studied before, Dr. Mahr’s main goal was to 
prepare and rehearse the band for successful concerts. More than that, however, he 
 xiii 
 
introduced us to the world of composition by regularly programming one of his original 
compositions as part of our concerts. It was a unique experience for me to play music 
under the baton of the composer. The experience started to break down the preconceived 
barriers I had erected between “performer” and “composer,” or maker and executant. The 
experience of working under a composer encouraged and inspired me to compose my 
own music for concert band. By the end of my junior year, I had completed my first 
original band composition, Peace: A Place For Us (1994).  
Music teachers always encourage students to practice and perform their 
instrument in concert, at contests, and other public events. But, how many teachers 
encourage students to write music? I agree with Allsup (2016) that the western classical 
music tradition has made the “Composer” into a sacred cow. Performers trained to 
interpret are scared to attempt composing for themselves, and it is rare that an ordinary 
person or beginning-level musician would even consider trying. I believe that many 
musicians, even trained musicians, mistakenly believe that compositional activities are 
limited to only those special people gifted with a rare talent. It is wrongly viewed as an 
ability one is either born with or one is not, that it is a gift rather than a skill that must be 
taught and developed (Kingsbury, 2001).  
However, Shewan (2002) suggested that musical learning is like learning a 
language. It involves listening, speaking, reading, and writing. It is a form of literacy 
(Easton, Witek, & Cione, 2005). As Custodero (2002) said, “Children are inherently 
musical beings, and infants and toddlers invite, seek, and initiate musical interactions 
with parents, caregivers, and objects in their environment” (p. 4). It is natural that an 
infant first listens to parents and learns to speak by imitation, then later learns to read and 
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write the language. Music education teaches students to listen (hear music), speak (play 
instruments), and read (play the written music). However, as the starting point of this 
dissertation, I believe that music educators have neglected another important step in 
learning the language of music: writing (composing). This aspect of music in curriculum 
is growing (Bolden, 2009; Deemer, 2016; Hopkins, 2015; Kaschub & Smith, 2013; 
Menard, 2009; Randles & Stringham, 2013; Ruthmann, 2007), but much is left to 
accomplish in order to fulfill our duty as music educators to provide a complete music 
education for our students. I believe the skill of composition is a critical part of becoming 
literate in music. Just as learning the English or Japanese language involves both reading 
and writing, we should encourage students to read and write music. I believe that if 
students can play their instrument, they can also compose music if they are afforded the 













Throughout the history of music, composers have often been placed in a higher 
intellectual class by listeners, performers, and, often, themselves. It is believed that 
Beethoven once said, “What you are, you are by accident of birth; what I am, I am by 
myself. There are and will be a thousand princes; there is only one Beethoven.” Is 
composing reserved only for a select group of highly gifted musicians? Is it only for the 
musical princes? Is it a form of Musical Royalty? Creston (1971), a 20th-century music 
theorist and composer, believed not, as he stated in his composer’s creed:  
     For it has always been my belief that musical composition is not for the chosen 
few but for every normal person; that it should be as much a part of academic 
studies as literary composition—not necessarily to make professional composers 
of everyone, as we do not intend to make authors of every student of literature, 
but for the joy of individual creation. (p. 36) 
 
As an active commissioned composer, conductor, and arranger, I agree with 
Creston’s view much more than with Beethoven’s. It is my belief that everyone can 
compose, even children. Parry-Jamieson (2005) stated that with pedagogical support and 
some skill base, children are capable of engaging in complex compositional efforts, and 






expressed that while creative thinking can be manifested in music performance, it is 
probably best observed through music composition and improvisation.  
If this is the case, we should nurture and encourage the development of 
composition in our schools. The idea of teaching composition in schools predates the 
National Music Standards of 1994. From the late 1950s through the 1960s, the creative 
process within the music curriculum was newly emphasized. In 1959, the Young 
Composers Project (YCP) was founded to initiate the appreciation of the arts in the 
United States. Composers such as Norman Dello Joio were placed in public schools to 
encourage composition in schools, famously in the Ithaca High School Band program in 
New York. The Contemporary Music Project (CMP) for Creativity in Music Education in 
1963 followed this movement, further developing the idea of creativity in the public 
schools. In 1994, the Music Educators National Conference’s (MENC) implementation of 
the National Standards for Arts Education, which included composition and arranging 
music as primary learning objectives in two of nine standards, raised a new level of 
commitment to incorporate creativity into school curricula (Consortium of National Arts 
Education Association, 1994). In 2014, the National Association of Music Education 
(NAfME) revised the national music standards as part of the National Coalition for Core 
Arts Standards. The nine music standards from 1994 were replaced with four general 
standards—creating, performing, responding, and connecting—along with five context-
strands: K-8, ensemble, guitar-harmonizing instrument, technology, and composition  
and theory. Creativity was put before all standards, even within the context-strand, 
“Ensemble,” which was implemented primary for the ensemble classroom—the 






common anchors under “creating” within the context-strand Ensemble at the advanced 
level (NAfME, 2014): 
MU:Cr1.1.E.IIIa Compose and improvise musical ideas for a variety of purposes 
and contexts.  
 
MU:Cr2.1.E.IIIa Select and develop composed and improvised ideas into draft 
musical works organized for a variety of purposes and contexts.  
 
MU:Cr2.1.E.IIIa Preserve draft musical works through standard notation, audio, 
or video recording.  
 
MU:Cr3.1.E.IIIa Evaluate and refine varied draft musical works based on 
appropriate criteria, including the extent to which they address identified purposes 
and contexts. 
 
MU:Cr3.2.E.IIIa Share varied, personally-developed musical works—individually 
or as an ensemble—that address identified purposes and contexts.  
 
It is clearly stated that the process of musical composition is to be included within the 
ensemble classroom. Furthermore, students are to share their creations individually or as 
an ensemble.  
Extensive research has been done to explore the benefits of incorporating 
composition into the music curriculum, and student outcomes have been studied as well 
(Hickey, 2003; Menard, 2009; Randles & Sullivan, 2013; Webster, 2002; Wiggins, 
2002). Backed by the research and with increased emphasis at the national level to 
include composition and arranging, one would assume that composition has become part 
of the core music curriculum in the public schools. However, the reality is that the 
American public school system is far from achieving this ideal, especially in secondary 
schools (Kennedy, 2002; Menard, 2015; Randles & Sullivan, 2013). Indeed, in recent 
years, creative activity has established a prominent place in general music classrooms 






directors have been unable or unwilling to attempt to incorporate composition in a setting 
that is often more about rehearsing notes and playing what is written than exploring 
something new.  
Kennedy (2001) stated three possible reasons for this lack of creative activities in 
secondary schools. First, there is the remaining illusiveness about composing that many 
people, especially teachers, have about composing, as well as the fear of stepping into 
what they deem as uncharted waters. Second is the lack of appropriate methods, 
strategies, and techniques for introducing composition into the classroom. The third 
possible obstacle is the overwhelming number of high school music programs that are 
dominated by performance courses, particularly large ensemble music education in which 
the structure of the activity effectively excludes creativity. 
In a survey of New York Band State Directors, Schopp (2006) found that 
composition did not appear in frequent components in the ensemble classroom because of 
the teachers’ unfamiliarity with pedagogy, especially experienced teachers, and the lack 
of time within ensemble classes because of rehearsal and performance demands. Large 
ensembles are the primary course offerings for students at the secondary level. If students 
do not develop skills in composing in those ensemble courses, it is likely they are not 
developing those skills at all or, perhaps, are learning them informally, as Lucy Green 
(2005) observed. There is also a need for the research to address developmental 
perspectives on creative behaviors to assist secondary teachers to teach composition 
(Deemer, 2016; Kashchub & Smith, 2009; Menard, 2015). It is commonly understood 
that most colleges offer compositional experiences to music majors as a part of a music 






Music Society (2014) reported, “The majority of music students graduate with little to no 
experience, let alone significant grounding, in the essential creative processes of 
improvisation and composition represents one of the most startling shortcomings in all of 
arts education” (p. 17). Younker and Smith (1996) noted that most teachers enter the 
profession with a “highly-developed performance background . . . but have few original 
music-creating experiences” (p. 25). I have both experienced this claim and seen it first-
hand as a college professor. 
Researchers have conducted case studies to observe the composition processes of 
secondary students. For example, Kennedy (2001) studied the processes of four high 
school music students composing a variety of tasks (structured and unstructured) with a 
variety of media (acoustic and electronic). Allsup (2002) researched the creative 
processes of nine high school band students in a mutual learning environment—a “garage 
band.” Parry-Jamieson (2005) observed the composition process of students from 
different levels, including high school music students, to assess the possible composition 
pedagogy in music education. Menard (2009) has conducted case studies of the creative 
potentials of high school musicians in both her dissertation and a later study. In general, 
researchers have agreed that secondary school students are more than capable of creative 
activities and able to produce well-crafted composition. However, none of these research 
studies have dealt with secondary students composing for the large ensemble, such as a 
band or orchestra, even though a large ensemble class is the main musical activity for 
secondary students in North America. Also, importantly, while several studies have 
looked at the creativities of secondary students, few have closely examined the end 






helps us design alternate pedagogies, it is also important to study the end product. What 
are high school students capable of making? What goes into the product they make? Can 
we characterize the formal aspects of their compositions? How do they realize their 
intentions? 
Problem Statement 
Composing is widely recognized by both researchers in music education and the 
NAfME as an important element in music education. Even though studies have shown a 
significant increase in creativity-based teaching in the music classroom, composing as a 
primary activity has still not yet been established as an important aspect of secondary 
music education, particularly in the large ensemble setting (Hopkins, 2015; Menard, 
2015; Schopp, 2006). Secondary students involved in performing ensembles have limited 
opportunities to compose, and the majority of music classes at secondary schools are 
performing classes such as band, orchestra, and choir. The limited number of research 
and case studies on this topic have observed the composition activities of secondary 
instrumental students, but none have considered students actually composing notated 
classical music for the band or orchestra ensemble in which they participate or focused on 
the musical context of their efforts. As Allsup (2002) said, “In general, the materials that 
students choose to explore (compose) represent a world that is theirs, a world they 
understand, a world that define who they are” (p. 361). My dissertation examined one of 
the ways in which high school instrumental students were involved in composition 
activities, specifically for a notated composition for a large ensemble—band or orchestra. 






Statement of Purpose 
Through observations and interaction with participants, I studied the efforts and 
outcomes of high school instrumental students as they created a notated musical 
composition for either a concert band or orchestra. Ultimately, the findings of this study 
will contribute to knowledge of pedagogical approaches in incorporating further 
compositional activities in the secondary ensemble classroom. 
Setting and Participants 
To collect data for the research, I asked volunteers from the Salina Youth 
Symphony Program in the Fall of 2013 to participate in a series of composition 
workshops to compose music for a large ensemble, either orchestra or band. After an 
informational meeting, 10 students indicated their commitment to participate in the study. 
Six workshops and a performance recital were scheduled. Eight students completed the 
composition. In the performance recital, students and additional hired performers 
performed each composition in front of an audience. Also, each student briefly spoke 
about his or her composition. 
Research Questions 
1. What processes and approaches enabled these secondary instrumental students 
to compose for a large ensemble? How were discoveries made? How much 
previous musical knowledge or knowledge of music theory was necessary? 
How did their background as performers influence what was created? What 






2. What are the characteristics of the completed compositions composed by these 
secondary instrumental students? 
3. What impact did this experience have on the student composers who 
participated in this activity? 
Plan of Research 
This research had three main elements that required observation and analysis, 
highlighting the interactions between the student composers, the teacher researching, and 
the workshop curriculum. The research also took a close look at the most important 
artifact—the student compositions. This single-case study research was necessarily 
qualitative, using a participatory action research approach. Acting as the researcher, I was 
involved as the facilitator and teacher of each student as well as of the composition 
workshops.  
Composers (Students) 
As stated earlier, the majority of music instruction in high schools happens in a 
performing ensemble such as the band, orchestra, or choir (Kennedy, 2002; Randles & 
Stringham, 2013). One of the goals of this research project was to introduce and observe 
high school instrumentalists creating a composition in a series of workshops with my (the 
researcher’s) help. Therefore, participants were selected from students who were 
currently enrolled in either band or orchestra. The student sample was limited to high 
schools in the Saline County in the state of Kansas. In Saline County, general music is 
required from kindergarten through eighth grade. Students have the opportunity to begin 






band instruments. The instrumental program remains a core elective for students, and all 
students have the option to continue band or orchestra classes until they graduate from 
high school. 
According to the curriculum of the USD 305 (Unified School District 305—
Salina School District) Music Department, the students involved in this study (ninth 
graders who were enrolled in band or orchestra) met the following minimum criteria:  
Standard 2: Performing on instruments, alone and with others, a varied 
repertoire of music  
 
Benchmark 1: The student performs with expression and technical 
accuracy a large and varied repertoire of instrumental literature with a 
level of difficulty of 4, on a scale of 1 to 6. 
 
Benchmark 2: The student performs an appropriate part in an ensemble 
demonstrating well-developed ensemble skills. 
 
Benchmark 3: The student performs in small ensembles with one student 
on a part. 
 
Standard 5: Reading and notating music—Proficient 
 
Benchmark 1: The student demonstrates the ability to read an 
instrumental or vocal score of up to four staves by describing how the 
elements of music are used. 
 
Benchmark 2: The student who participates in a choral or instrumental 
ensemble or class sight-reads, accurately and expressively, music with a 
level difficulty of 3 on a scale of 1 to 6. 
 
Standard 6: Listening to, analyzing, and describing music—Proficient 
 
Benchmark 1: The student analyzes aural examples of a varied repertoire 
of music, representing diverse genres and cultures, by describing the uses 
of elements of music and expressive devices. 
 
Benchmark 2: The student demonstrates extensive knowledge of the 
technical vocabulary of music. 
 
Benchmark 3: The student identifies and explains compositional devices 






a musical work and gives examples of other works that make similar uses 
of these devices and techniques. 
 
Standard 7: Evaluating music and music performed—Proficient 
 
Benchmark 1: The student evolves specific criteria for making informed, 
critical evaluations of the quality and effectiveness of performances, 
compositions, arrangements, and improvisations and applies the criteria in 
her/his personal participation in music. 
 
Benchmark 2: The student evaluates a performance, composition, 
arrangement, or improvisation by comparing it to similar or exemplary 
models. 
 
Standard 9: Understanding music in relation to history and culture—Proficient 
 
Benchmark 1: The student classifies, by genre or style and historical 
period or culture, unfamiliar but representative aural examples of music 
and explains the reasoning behind her/his classification.   
 
Benchmark 2: The student identifies sources of American music genres, 
trace the evolution of those genres, and cites well-known musicians 
associated with them. 
 
Benchmark 3: The student identifies various roles that musicians 
perform, cites representative individuals who have functioned in each role, 
and describes their activities and achievements. 
 
It should be noted that actual teaching content varies by class and teacher, and 
may not cover all standards and its benchmarks, according to Jared Rawlings, Director of 
Music Curriculum at USD 305. 
Teacher (Researcher) 
Kratus (2001) stated that “The process of composition may be thought of as a 
matter of generating musical ideas, modifying musical ideas, and making choices among 
available musical options” (p. 294). My role as a teacher is to minimize the difficulties 
encountered in the students’ generation of musical ideas, while assisting each student in 






answers are possible. In this realm of possibility, students may often lose direction and 
focus. In his list of the skills required of a teacher of composing, Odam (2000) included 
the importance of affording pupils with choices about how to proceed as well as how to 
structure student practices. A facilitator must provide an open structure so that student 
composers can move toward the goal of completing the work for the band or orchestra 
with the appropriate level of risk as well as support. 
The role of the teacher is also to establish an environment that allows student 
composers the opportunity to create written compositions while accessing a variety of 
tools available to assist in the creative process (Kaschub & Smith, 2009). As the teacher, 
I must review the teaching tools available and provide the students with options that 
stimulate their inner creativity as well as the movement of the artistic labor in composing 
for band or orchestra. Which tools the teacher and students used was a finding of this 
study. In addition, Kennedy (2001) pointed out the importance of teacher feedback with 
regard to the composing process: “Teachers can be the focal point in assisting students 
with crafting and revision. Teacher feedback, when coupled with student self-assessment 
and peer assessment, can be an effective method with which coupled to nudge students 
toward revisions” (p. 145). 
A unique part of this research was my involvement, as a researcher but also as the 
facilitator of the student composers through a workshop format. Odam (2000) defined 14 
skills that are needed to be an effective teacher of composition.  
Odam’s (2000) List of Skills a Teacher of Composing Needs 
 
1. Demonstrating by using her own musical and technical skills; 
2. Being a musician composing and improvising on a hoof; 
3. Being a technician mending equipment; 






5. Moving pupils on faster by challenging them; 
6. Responding to pupils’ requests, queries, and interruptions; 
7. Suggesting refinements to pupils’ work; 
8. Making their understanding by getting pupils to show what they meant, not 
explain it; 
9. Making sure everyone has a turn on equipment; 
10. Making observations and judgments about pupils’ work 
11. Correcting false information; 
12. Structuring pupils’ practice; 
13. Giving pupils choices about how to proceed; 
14. Reminding them to save their work. (p. 119) 
 
As a trained composer with two degrees in theory and composition, in addition to 
winning national awards for composing, I have skills in all of these areas. However, it 
was not the intention of this study that I guide the students with each step toward 
composing for band and orchestra, nor to follow the steps linearly. A large part of my 
work was to provide the tools to guide the student composers, including skills in music 
technologies such as musical notation and orchestration. Also, as a conductor and 
composer, I shared my knowledge of the large ensemble format, but I was careful to 
make sure that students could make mistakes, recover, express themselves, and, above 
all, feel confident that the compositions were theirs and theirs alone. 
To that end, my knowledge in composition was an integral part of this research. 
But, I was careful to find the right balance between assistance and exploration so students 
could discover their own voice through their compositions. For example, Caroline, one of 
participants, often asked, “What do you think Mr. Hakoda? What should I do to make this 
better?” As a trained composer, I could have told her specific changes that she could 
make to develop the composition further. Instead, I almost always replied, “What do you 
think, Caroline? What can you do to make this better composition?” The only time I gave 






make this sound really full. Can the Oboe play this note?” I told her, “Yes, but if you put 
it an octave higher, it would create a fuller sound.”  
Workshops (Curricula) 
After studying successful high school band programs that incorporated 
composition and improvisation into the New York State curriculum, Schopp (2006) 
concluded that “Successful programs (arranging/composition) share the following 
characteristics: an approach that begins simply; a non-threatening environment; flexible 
delivery and commitment to performing student in improvisations and composition”  
(p. 176). Kennedy (2001) talked about the importance of the safe environment and added 
that students need sufficient time to complete the tasks they are assigned. Students must 
hear the outcome of their compositions to further their creativity.  
To foster these creative processes, I incorporated both expository and discovery 
methods as the core of research curriculum throughout seven workshops. Expository 
method is defined as instruction in which teacher and students agree about goals; the 
teacher supplies the students with the necessary information or content, and clearly 
demonstrates the steps needed to accomplish a particular task (Blake, 1983). Through 
direct instruction, students were taught how to use notation software so that they could 
produce a score as well as individual instrument parts for the final project. Also, because 
students were composing for a traditional genre, certain core principles were discussed, 
including instrument order, scoring practice, and transposition of the instruments. 
Student creativity necessarily depends on what many educators might call the 
discovery method, where students are encouraged to take a more active role in their 






introduce a general concept (Mayer, 2003). This method was used as much as possible to 
foster and nurture the creativity of student composers. Allsup (2002), who used the term 
Free Exploration when describing this style of teaching, said, “Giving students freedom 
at the beginning stage of a composition project is important in that it not only allows 
participant to name their world, but opens students to a breath of experience, thereby 
scenarios that go beyond normative expectations” (p. 362). It should be noted that it was 
a part of this study to discover how much instruction students required to complete the 
ultimate goal of composing for a large ensemble. 
Compositions (Artifacts) 
What is musical composition? The Harvard Dictionary of Music (Apel, 1974) 
defined it as “the process of creating musical work; also, a musical work” (p. 189). 
However, as a composer, the compositions I have created are much more than this 
definition. To me, every composition I composed is like a child in whom I invested much 
time, effort, and emotion to create. Compositions are always a bit unfinished. A majority 
of studies have dealt with the compositional process of secondary students but focusing 
on their processes and qualitative outcomes and rarely with the outcome itself, however it 
is realized (Bolden, 2009; Hopkins, 2015; Kennedy, 2001; Menard, 2009). What can we 
learn from process and product? What are their characteristics from analytical and 
theoretical perspectives? This study took a close look at each student’s composition by 
analyzing it through the lens of a musical theorist and composer. As this study 
demonstrates, there was a strong connection on how students wrote harmony between 






the sense of a great musical work, but like my own compositions, they were sincere 
efforts that captured a moment in time. These moments deserve analysis.  
Summary 
Through this research, I sought to explore how secondary students who 
participated in a large ensemble program composed for the large ensemble such as band 
and orchestra in order to learn the processes and approaches they used to compose their 
final compositions for the recital. How did each student discover his or her ways to 
compose for the large ensemble? What information did each student need from me, the 
teacher/facilitator? I also took a close look at the end product—the student composition—
through the lens of a music theorist, composer, conductor, and teacher to find any 
common musical elements in melody, harmony, rhythm, orchestration, and form. Did the 
students’ backgrounds and/or primary/secondary instruments have any effects on the end 
product? Using expository and discovery methods in my approaches, a qualitative 
instrumental case study with participatory action research served to address and answer 













The idea of teaching composition has been around for years, especially after the 
publication and implementation of the National Standards in Music, which included 
composition as one of nine standards in 1994. In this literature review section, I first 
consider the effect of teaching composition in the music classroom and some of 
pedagogical resources available for teachers, including an analysis of similar case studies 
dealing with secondary student composers. Then, I review the elements of time, space, 
and tools to encourage, inspire, and enable students to be successful composers creating 
original works using a standard notated notation.  
Effect of Teaching Composition in the Classroom 
Many studies have suggested that music education, either performance-based 
classes or simple exposure to the music as in the general music classroom, can have a 
significant impact on students’ achievement in schools, both behaviorally and 
academically. There is also the Mozart Effect, often a commercialized positive effect of 
classical music in the growth of an infant. In recent years, several studies have been 






Every study has shown that composition in the music classroom brings significant 
positive learning opportunities for the students involved.  
Michel Hogenes, Bert van Oers, Rene Diekstra, and Marcin Sklad (2016) 
compared the effects of musical production versus reproduction in a study of fifth and 
sixth graders, using composition as a core classroom activity in an experimental group 
and not in a control group. The experimental group using composition was student-
centered in its approach, focusing on the students as composers who produced music; the 
control group was more teacher-centered and reproduced music of other composers with 
greater focus on performing. At the end of the 6-month study, the researchers found that 
the students in the experimental group were more engaged in music than the students in 
the control group. It was further determined  
that music composition is feasible and useful in elementary school. Students are 
able to compose music in the same way as they are able to sing songs, play 
instruments, and perform dances. The authors of this study conclude that 
productive music education is evidently more engaging for students than 
reproductive forms of music education. (p. 45) 
 
Bolden’s (2009) study of a high school composing class demonstrated how 
allowing students to use their own experiences and personal interests can increase their 
success as composers. The teacher in the study facilitated a safe learning environment for 
students who had previously struggled in more structured learning environments. This 
allowed these students to create their own music using the software program “Garage 
Band.” Students were motivated by assignments that had “real-world” relevance. The 
assignments were used for a specific purpose, such as a performance that would be heard 
by the school or as background music for an animated short. Theory was explained to the 






personal experiences and preferences to create their new compositions. The teacher was 
able to connect with the students through style and genre preferences, instrumental talents 
as performers, and specific pieces he knew students were working on for lessons outside 
of his classroom. Students became more invested in the composing process as they found 
these projects to be their personal creations. They were not told what to compose or how 
to compose, but they were allowed to create freely. The notation software they were 
given allowed them to work with sounds that were familiar to them and helped them hear 
their right away for feedback purposes. When frustrations arose or students felt stumped 
about how to proceed, the teacher used the approach of giving an option for change and 
playing the music back to the student to decide if that change made it better or worse. 
This allowed the student to keep ownership of his or her composition while gaining 
direction and suggestions for possibilities for the piece. This approach also allowed 
opportunities to show ideas to the whole class or to explain theory. Students were 
encouraged to work with classmates and help each other with suggestions or feedback if 
feeling stumped. In short, Bolden found that students experienced success in a more 
meaningful setting that allowed for learning in composition and theory in the classroom, 
and they honed skills to help them in life situations beyond the classroom setting.  
The purpose of Alex Ruthmann’s study was to connect the musical world of 
middle school students outside of school to a composition class in school. He created a 
composition workshop to be taught in a library computer lab to students who were not 
members of a performing ensemble based on the writer’s process (Eaton et al., 2005). As 
Ruthmann acknowledged: 
     Many current approaches to composing with technology require teachers to 






Technologies described in many resources are often costly or require complex 
procedures to adapt for the classroom. In addition, the majority of approaches to 
teaching music with technology center around notating musical ideas and are 
often rooted in European classical notions of composing. (p. 38) 
 
Ruthmann chose software that did not require knowledge of music notation or experience 
in composing and allowed the students to create sounds right away. The teacher’s role 
was to provide tools necessary for the students, answer questions as they arose, and give 
suggestions or ideas for the students to consider. The teacher did not tell the students 
what to compose or how. Students were encouraged to work together and offer feedback 
to each other during their creative process. The pieces were shared on an online gallery so 
that classmates could listen to them outside of class and comment on them online.  
Elizabeth Menard’s (2015) study compared composition instruction in two 
different settings at the secondary level: a high school performing ensemble in the band 
classroom and a high school general music program for students deemed gifted 
musicians. She observed her study through the perspectives of both teacher and students. 
As she found, “Teachers in both programs identify benefits as development of student 
potential, importance of exposure to composition, and increased musical understandings” 
(p. 114). Despite some differences in outcomes, students in both programs enjoyed the 
process and improved their musical understanding while also increasing their interest in 
music and composition. The study claimed that time, setting, teacher training, and lack of 
students’ fundamental musical knowledge (theory) were challenges to composing music 
at this level.  
Michael Hopkins (2015) engaged secondary orchestra students in two different 
high schools to compose string chamber music collaboratively. He sat up eight chamber 






he observed the collaborative compositional processes in different settings based on 
musical backgrounds and genders. He found that although there are differences in quality 
as evaluated by trained educators and composers, all groups were able to complete the 
composition within the given timeframes. He also found that students’ musical 
backgrounds as well as genders had strong relationships to their outcomes. Overall, 
students had positive experiences working on the compositions.  
These studies revealed and confirmed the possibility and capability of students, 
especially secondary students, to compose music with given tools and structures. In 
almost every case, students enjoyed composing and grew as musicians.  
Composition Pedagogy 
Although several researchers have found that teaching composition has a 
significant positive effect on student learning, composition is still not taught in many 
schools at the secondary level in the United States (Hickey, 2012). The number one 
reason for the lack of composition in secondary music classrooms is that most curricula 
are based on the performance-based classroom, such as band, choir, and orchestra, and 
there is no time to teach composition (Kennedy, 2001). As a former public school band 
director, I would agree with this statement, but I believe there is more to this. In recalling 
my college music education curriculum, I know I did not take a class on how to teach 
composition. As Stringham (2016) stated, “While standards indicate teachers should be 
prioritizing composition experiences along with other objectives (e.g., performing music, 
analyzing music), teachers find composition more challenging and less important to 






curriculum at the university where I currently teach, I see we also do not teach our music 
education students how to teach to compose music. Is teaching composition pedagogy 
only reserved for musicians who study and major in composition at university and 
college? I say no. Future music educators should gain multimodal music literacy that 
departs from performance-based musicianship or closed forms to open text (Allsup, 
2013). As Allsup stated, “This will require new dexterity from music educators, as we 
switch from an education in performance and the closed form interpretation of a ‘work’ 
to educating through facilitation with a new generation of hyphenated composing-
performers” (p. 69). Along this perspective, Shewan (2002) noted: 
     Teachers need not be master composers to engage students in the process of 
composition. After all, few instrumental music teachers demonstrate performance 
skills on every instrument that are beyond those of their students. Yet, they are 
often highly successful at teaching all instrument types to their students. (p. 2) 
 
In recent years, to assist curriculum needs for composition in the music 
classroom, four books devoted to pedagogy and lesson plans in composition have been 
published in the United States. Hickey, a pioneer in incorporating creativities and 
compositions in the music classroom, published Music Outside of the Lines: Ideas for 
Composing in K-12 Music Classroom in 2012. In this book, she combined her years of 
research and experience with musical composition in the schools as well as outside of 
traditional settings. The book stated the importance of creative activities and composition 
with well-researched arguments and challenged readers (teachers) to think beyond regular 
notated music as a composition. Hickey then took readers through specific ideas and 
activities broken down into their musical elements, in conjunction with her philosophical 
visions to incorporate composition into the musical classroom. As she said, “The core of 






organizing the curriculum with the end goals in mind, but must follow a map through the 
unknown territories that composition and improvisation will bring” (p. 156). To this end, 
Hickey posed important challenges to current performance-based practice in secondary 
and postsecondary music classrooms.  
Michelle Kaschub and Jaine P. Smith published Minds on Music—Compositions 
for Creative Thinking in 2008. This book includes many extensive ideas based on 
thorough research and solid philosophy about composition. It also includes many lesson 
examples and conceptual frameworks. As the authors stated: 
     The composition teacher’s challenge is to help children find the balance 
between thinking in music (the naturalistic finding and making of meaning in 
sounds) and thinking about music (using knowledge of tools and techniques to 
enhance the artistic craftsmanship that can shape sounds into meaningful 
organization). (pp. 347-349) 
 
Kaschub and Smith challenged readers through the fundamental shift in music education 
from re-creating music to creating music. Five years later, in 2013, they edited the book 
Compose Our Future: Preparing Music Educators to Teach Composition. This book 
gathered many contemporary composers and educators who are frontrunners in 
advocating creativity in music education, such as Webster, Hickey, Allsup, and Strand, to 
write philosophical and practical plans to incorporate composition in the music 
classroom. As Kaschub and Smith stated:  
     Music composition can provide the opportunity for students to seek, find, and 
develop their unique artistic voice by using sound expressively to construct highly 
personal and meaningful understanding of themselves and the world around them. 
It is our responsibility and our privilege to make sure that they have the 
opportunity to do so. (p. 13) 
 
A third valuable resource was Freedman’s (2013) book, Teaching Music Through 






student, whether in a music ensemble class or not, to use technology (software) to 
compose music. It presents 28 levels of specific lesson plans that are aligned with the 
1994 national music standards. As Freedman stated: 
     Technology allows a musical experience for all skill levels—an opportunity, 
never before available, to compose, manipulate, save, instantly listen to music 
electronically, and even print standard Western music notation for others to play 
without having to know much about traditional music theory or notation. (p. vi) 
 
Freedman believed that through technology, musical composition has become accessible 
to any student and should be encouraged to all students. This book clearly takes a step-
by-step approach for teachers to incorporate composition in their classrooms. 
Finally, Clint Randles and David Stringham edited and published Musicianship—
Composing in Band and Orchestra in 2013. This revolutionary book specifically involves 
instrumental students in secondary performance-based classrooms—band/orchestra to do 
compositional/creative activities. Thirty-seven authors who are composers, band/ 
orchestra directors, and educator scholars contributed specific lessons plans they have 
developed and used in their classrooms. The book includes many different methods and 
curricula using technologies such as “Garage Band” and sequencers and composing 
warm-ups for orchestra. The book is the first of its kind designed to incorporate 
composition in secondary instrumental ensemble curricula. As Randles and Stringham 
(2013) clarified: 
     The book is not meant to be the definitive volume on composing with band 
and orchestra students. It’s not intended to be exhaustive, or prescriptive. Rather, 
we hope you view it was a collection of potential starting point for fruitful 
musical journeys—for you, your students and the communities that you serve. 
(p. xvi) 
 
These books emphasize the importance of composition in the music classroom as 






of teaching composition with research-based philosophical and practical backgrounds. 
These books also include many specific lesson plans and methods that teachers may use 
in their general music and ensemble-based classrooms.  
Time to Compose 
Time is that measurable period during which an action can be developed and take 
place. Time varies for most people, including composers. Some compose quickly, like 
Mozart; by contrast, others never have enough time, like Beethoven. Regardless of the 
amount of time student composers believe they have in their lives, a portion of that time 
is required for the creative process to occur. 
Kennedy (2002) identified four issues surrounding time that are important in the 
compositional process. First, compositional students have a tendency to procrastinate. 
Second, they work quickly and complete their pieces without much revision. Third, they 
require “thinking time” to process their thoughts; they have a need for quiet. Finally, 
students require time and equipment which allow them to listen to other composers and 
different types of music in order to be rejuvenated and inspired. Kennedy found that in 
working with student composers, she needed to work within the scope of the way they 
used their time, including the time spent procrastinating doing the work. She also found 
that she needed to allow thinking time for the creative process and for each students’ 
favorite working time, even if that time was the middle of the night. 
Kratus (2001) defined a similar four-part creative process: exploration, 
development, repetition, and silence. This definition resulted from a statistical analysis of 






compositions consisting of 10 bars of musical notes required more time for exploration 
than compositions consisting of five bars. Again, the creative process requires a time 
component. 
The Writer’s Workshop Process developed a program using previously developed 
literary skills to compose in a more fluent and musically sophisticated manner (Easton et 
al., 2005). In this process, the same creative steps identified by both Kennedy and Kratus 
were found, although slightly redefined. The steps include gathering, choosing a seed 
idea, composing a motive, developing the musical seed idea, envisioning, and drafting. 
The final steps—revising, editing, and publishing—were not considered by this author to 
be part of the creative process. The authors of the Writer’s Workshop Process found that 
in isolating the steps, the compositional process was slowed down, allowing for and 
encouraging students to flesh out their musical ideas; this again shows the need for time 
by student composers to complete the creative process (Easton et al., 2005).  
To provide compositional students with the required time element, Kennedy 
(2002) offered that teachers should arrange opportunities for students to work on their 
compositions in practice rooms or in school MIDI labs beyond regular school hours. She 
also suggested facilitating the creative process by allowing students to tape their 
compositions, adding notations at a later time. This would allow for the capture and 
preservation of the creative idea. Creative time was developed simply by isolating each 
step of the process during the workshop and teaching the need for that particular step. 
The time element can be developed simply in the way the teacher sets assignment 
deadlines—that is, setting assignment due dates on Mondays rather than on Fridays, 






the need for time based on the student’s temperament and the goal of the assignment, 
whether it is to teach a step in the process or create a final musical score (Easton et al., 
2005). 
Igor Stravinsky once said, “To listen is an effort and just to hear is no merit. A 
duck hears also.” Listening effectively is one of the few skills that reaps huge returns if 
and only if one takes the time to invest in learning how to listen well. Kalkavage (2006) 
found that although listening is an obvious requirement to music education, it may be 
harder than it seems. He questioned what students should listen to in their music classes 
and what should they be listening for. Kalkavage went on to suggest that students should 
be exposed to great music in the classical traditions as well as to other examples of great 
music in different eras and styles to broaden their horizons. True listening indicates an 
interest and desire to understand and requires more than the use of one’s ears. It requires 
a quiet mind that is willing to feel and know what is being conveyed. Students must also 
be encouraged to find balance in what they listen to, from classic to hip hop to rap, and 
find the musical value, or lack thereof, in each. 
Music can be learned and experienced through listening. Nilsson and Folkestad 
(2005) noted that recent technological developments and the increasing impact of the 
media imply that listening to and creating music constitute a major and integral part of 
many young people’s lives. They stated that much of a child’s musical learning takes 
place outside of the classroom, without a teacher and without the intention to learn about 
music, but rather to play (music), listen, and dance (Green, 2005). Listening is the first 
part of this musical learning and is a means to experience and learning (Nilsson & 






being conveyed by the composition as the student composer listens and hears the 
composer. As student composers are assisted in discovering the benefit of the wise use of 
time, they can then include the time component in the creative process, allowing 
themselves the luxury of listening, developing, and recording their compositions. 
Tools to Inspire 
Einstein believed that “Imagination is more important than knowledge for 
knowledge is limited to all we now know and understand, while imagination embraces 
the entire world, and all there ever will be to know and understand.” Waitley (1983) 
agreed when he wrote that “The human being, with no prerecorded computer program as 
a life guide, is blessed with a creative imagination” (p. 44). Besides time and place, the 
teacher must find a way to nurture the creative thinking process—the imagination—for 
the student composer. To do this, the teacher must understand how creative thinking may 
be expressed through various musical behaviors and encourage those behaviors (Priest, 
2001). While creativity and craftsmanship assessments can help the teacher analyze the 
students’ current abilities to compose music, a teacher who lacks enthusiasm and 
inspiration to nurture students may fall short of assisting them in creating that music.  
Priest’s (2001) studies showed that individuals who were rated as highly creative 
composers were more aware of temporal factors than their middle and low counterparts. 
Composers considered both high-creative and low-creative were able to use global 
parameters to define musical compositions. However, high-creative composers were able 
to bring the focus to more specific performance qualities. It was assumed that this ability 






possible for an educator to teach the low-creative composer to narrow his or her broad 
scope to include a specific focus on performance qualities? Priest concluded that: 
     After examining the data . . . it would be reasonable to suggest that teachers 
interested in fostering compositional creativity should help students become more 
aware of the relationship between temporal qualities inherent in musical 
composition and their relationship to global attributes. . . . Teachers should 
challenge students to describe music through various means. (p. 256) 
 
Woody (2003) wrote that a teacher’s acceptance of modeling and imitation as a 
technique for teaching music performance skills is the result of research in music 
education. He further stated that music psychologists have suggested that teacher-student 
interactions allowing aspiring musicians to develop necessary cognitive skills or mental 
representations support high-quality expressive performance. Without the enthusiasm and 
nurturing that empowers them to excel, students can perform music and play notes in a 
deadpan and unexpressive way. With the assistance of verbal communication and vivid 
examples, the teacher can change that deadpan presentation to an expressive and 
innovative performance that captures the true nature of the music.  
The same is true for encouraging the student conductor to add harmonies that 
highlight a melody in a student’s composition, thus bringing the music to life. Woody 
(2003) again suggested that music educators increase the amount of concrete verbal 
communication used in their instruction, supplementing aural models with comments that 
specify expressive variations in tempo or dynamics included in the model, and asking 
students to identify verbally the features in the model themselves. Perhaps asking student 
composers to write a verbal explanation of what the music composition is expressing will 






In a study performed by Strand (2006) on teachers using composition in their 
classrooms, the majority of teachers who did so stated that children learned more through 
composing. Write-in comments included: “Composing opportunities stretch the learner’s 
mind. Performing their compositions are terrific lessons children never forget”; 
“Composing helps with reading comprehension”; and “Composing challenges gifted 
children to apply their talents.” These teachers appeared to have seen the process 
holistically, connecting the use of composition to the whole ability of the child to learn, 
comprehend, and use his or her skills. This approach empowers and encourages children 
to compose, annotate the composition, and perform, thereby bringing completion to the 
process and affording the student the opportunity to see the sum of the work finished. 
In an interview for the Journal of the International Institute, composer Bright 
Sheng (1999) spoke of his time studying with Leonard Bernstein: “He had a special way 
of approaching things as a teacher. He made things easier to understand. A good teacher 
explains things in very simple terms. He decodes it and makes you believe that 
everything he can do, you can too” (para. 14). Sheng’s comments seemed to reiterate the 
need for clear communication from the teacher that emphasizes in words what the teacher 
has shown with music. This verbal animation of the music can empower students to 
believe in themselves and their abilities, as Sheng suggested.  
David J. Downs (2006), a Missouri educator and composer, wrote in his web 
biography that he had a basic educational philosophy that centered on a few main tenets 
in which he strongly believed. Those tenets included: expect the student to master the 
skills; students learn best by doing; fast-paced lessons with smooth transitions increase 






opportunities for all students; the student’s progress should be continuously assessed; and 
the knowledge of content and its connections to all other subject matter should permeate 
the class environment (Downs, 2006). The tenets expressly implied that the teacher has a 
belief in the students’ ability to learn and succeed and work to provide an environment 
that encourages that ability, thus empowering and inspiring student composers to create. 
Understanding the need for fast-paced lessons also expresses an understanding of time 
and the need for its effective use. 
In addition, the musical creativity of all children must be taken seriously if it is to 
be inspired. Folkestad (1996) distinguished between a discourse in music and a discourse 
on music. The former concept refers to the music itself and to how it is played and 
created, while the latter refers to the way music is verbally discussed. This study 
demonstrated the children’s discourse in music, illustrated by their music and by the way 
they worked with musical tools. Children create meaning in their creative music making 
in many different ways. Thus, music teachers must take children’s musical creativity 
seriously, at the same time regarding it as a form of play and not as a school task with 
rules and assessments to encourage the composing process (Nilsson & Folkestad, 2005). 
The balance of creating and the creative process, combined with the discussion of how 
the student composer talks about his creation, brings the composition into a fully rounded 
form and allows the composer to express what he or she desired to create in both words 
and music; this then confirms that both goals were met. By encouraging the composition 







As shown above, inspiring does not require the teacher to be lavish with praise or 
coddle the student composer; rather, it means influencing and guiding the student to 
create. The effect of many great teachers is reflected in the work of the composer student. 
Tributes abound expressing gratitude to teachers who have passed away—teachers like 
David Levenson who taught many members of the Boston Symphony (Negri, 2004), and 
Eric Stein who inspired a memorial concert in his hometown of Salina, Kansas. These 
men were the embodiment of inspiration, encouraging and believing in their students and 
those around them as they wrote, played, and conducted great music and spurred on those 
around them to do the same. 
Expository Method vs. Discovery Method 
In providing tools to assist the student composer, the teacher must provide both 
instruction and technical direction to the student. Two basic methods of instruction have 
been studied to understand how knowledge is acquired. By learning how knowledge is 
acquired, it can then be discovered how that knowledge is integrated into previously 
known information. From that awareness, the teacher can then find what can be easily 
retained and remembered. The two methods that have been followed through this process 
are the expository method and the discovery method.  
The expository method is defined as instruction in which the teacher explains 
what students are to learn, supplies students with all the necessary information or content, 
and clearly demonstrates the steps need to accomplish a particular task (Blake, 1983). 
This method often contains a sequence in which the definition of concepts or rules to be 






Music is one of the quadrivial arts, which also consists of arithmetic, geometry, 
and astronomy (Kalkavage, 2006). Kalkavage (2006) connected music and math, 
explaining the octave, the frequency of 400 Hz/, and the math needed to split notes into 
perfect fifths. Kalkavage further explained that notes harmonious with each other are 
mathematical ratios of small whole numbers and are grounded to the physical universe. 
He suggested the use of the expository method to teach tones, time-values, and intervals, 
stating that students must learn to read music and correctly identify notes on a staff. This 
method of teaching is more regimented, bringing order and conformity to the student and 
the classroom that is controlled by the method and the teacher. 
The second method of instruction, discovery, is characterized by the student 
playing an active role in organizing the material to be learned. It often contains a 
sequence in which the manipulation of examples and practice exercises is first presented, 
followed by the definition of the concepts or rules, thus explaining what the student has 
learned first-hand through experience.  
In studies completed prior to 1969, results showed significantly higher retention 
and transfer of instruction material with the discovery method over the expository method 
(Hermann, 1969). In studies performed later, researchers provided data evidencing that 
the discovery method can result in higher levels of retention and transfer, while other 
studies showed the opposite result or no advantage for either method (Hopkins, 2002). 
Hopkins compared the effectiveness of computer-based expository and discovery 
methods of instruction for the aural recognition of selected musical concepts. Four 
musical concepts were used: ornamental variation, figural variation, modal variation, and 






The expository method presented the definition of the concept to be learned first, 
and following the presentation with examples and practice exercises. The discovery 
method presented examples first, followed by practice, and finally by the opportunity to 
verbalize a discovery in writing. The findings from Hopkins’ (2002)’ study indicated that 
both methods of teaching are effective in fostering aural recognition of musical concepts. 
Learning occurred with both computer programs presented, and neither method offered 
any statistically significant benefits over the other. It appeared from this study that the 
teacher can focus and combine both the method on what is best for the teacher’s style and 
what is most effective in reaching the students. 
Computers and music recorders offer children and student composers the 
opportunity to record and play their own compositions. Computer games and internet 
websites offer the chance to explore musical landscapes in unprecedented ways. As a 
consequence, music teachers never meet musically ignorant, untutored, or uneducated 
pupils (Nilsson & Folkstad, 2005). Teachers can adopt this form of independent 
discovery learning as a cultural phenomenon that provides students with music 
backgrounds prior to entering the classroom. This can be compared to the discovery 
method of students being self-taught, thus offering teachers the opportunity to build on 
what is being learned from the computer and web-based games as a starting point from 
which to teach. 
In other studies, the discovery method was criticized for requiring longer amounts 
of instructional time than was needed by the expository method (Ausubel, Novak, & 






higher practice exercise scores than expository learners, although expository learners 
developed such skills as annotating earlier. 
Kratus (2001) wrote that Orff teaching approaches suggest that, initially, some 
restrictions should be placed on the musical materials with which children create. He 
stated that without these restrictions, students can encounter difficulty in making creative 
choices among unlimited options. This might suggest that in beginning musical 
education, the expository method would be more effective in providing guidelines and 
instruction to assist students in developing their creative skills. By offering a disciplined 
approach to the beginning composition student, the teacher provides the skills and 
encourages the discipline needed to create musical compositions once the skills have 
been developed. 
Kratus’ research also found that students spending greater time in the exploring 
process discovered the means to produce a variety of sounds, but did little work that was 
repeated or developed. Kennedy’s work with high school students reflected similar 
findings, with students hearing the music in their heads but never actually writing it 
down. As a result of their avoidance of written notation, the memories of these young 
composers were well-developed (Kennedy, 2002). Without the skills needed to record 
and annotate the patterns heard in their heads, however, the music was not recorded 
except when a MIDI laboratory or similar computer program was available. Without the 
use of technology and without the skills to record what the student was composing, the 
compositions would be lost. For the composing student without access to this technology, 






Stauffer (2002) believed that this ability to reproduce familiar tunes from memory 
is an indication of audiation ability and may affect composition. However good the music 
being heard in one’s head is or how great the audiation ability, recording the music of 
future composers requires a teaching method that captures notation. Does this indicate 
that expository method is the most effective use of instructional time? 
Kalkavage (2006) seemed to combine both teaching methods when he stated in 
one sentence the need for a strict “basic training” and then indicated that students, once 
they have received their basic training, explore the connection between the notes of the 
melody and the words of the song to see if they represent each other effectively. Musical 
rhythms are based on a complex mathematical system of fractions and proportions. The 
exploratory method can be used to investigate the possibilities; but, without the basic 
training that includes how and why, the student does not receive a full understanding of 
the fundamentals and, in the author’s opinion, cannot complete full compositions that can 
be annotated, recorded, and performed. In addition, a need to understand chords and how 
they are created through mathematical fractions is required to write harmonies that 
coincide with the melodies being heard and recorded. Once the basic training has been 
completed, the teacher must inspire student composers to take the risk to write and 
perform their own work.  
In a study examining connections between life experiences and the music 
developed by sixth grade composers, Stauffer (2002) found that children composing in 
groups in a classroom setting (expository method by definition of the work done in the 
classroom) were empowered in their work by a shared understanding that wass 






given the ability to experiment, learned to use notation software during the third year of 
the study as a means of producing music that their friends could play. Students eventually 
discovered and solved most of the notation problems on their own, writing music that 
was within the range of the instrument for which the music was produced. This speaks to 
the ability of student composers to overcome hurdles if the desire to record the music is 
great enough and does not depend on either method of teaching.  
Kalkavage (2006) appeared to agree with this concept when he stated that 
students must realize that music is not just the symbols on the page. It appears that 
students will learn to annotate when necessary to meet their goals, but the creation 
process is more important. Technology-induced creativity is not new. The question is: 
“How will the teacher assist the student in using the technology to think differently in 
composing, to be greater than he was before using the technology available, and to be 
freed by the technology to stretch his imagination and skills?” 
The use of a process-based approach similar to the expository method provides a 
variety of benefits to both students and teachers (Easton et al., 2005). In one study, a 
partnership was developed between all parties. This approach also gave students a deeper 
understanding of the creative process and allowed them to build on concepts already 
understood, giving them the skills to polish their musical pieces with greater clarity and 
intentionality. In group teaching situations, such as in the Writer’s Workshop Process, it 
appeared that the expository method allowed the group to work together to develop 
common skills quickly and effectively, and then use those skills to develop a musical 






students to evaluate what was not working and change the process to what would work 
better. 
By comparison, the discovery method of learning requires larger amounts of 
instructional time and offers instructional advantages. Discovery provides students with 
more opportunities to examine their own interests and abilities. In the classroom, 
discovery offers students the opportunity to verbalize their discoveries and provide the 
teacher with a greater insight into the extent to which students are learning. This 
discussion requires one-on-one time and the teacher’s concentrated attention. In smaller 
classroom settings, the discovery method certainly allowed students an open format in 
which to learn and the discipline to apply it. Collins (2001) appeared to encourage a more 
disciplined learning environment to reach greatness when he wrote: 
     When you have disciplined people, you don’t need hierarchy. When you have 
disciplined thought, you don’t need bureaucracy. When you have disciplined 
action, you don’t need excessive controls. When you combine a culture of 
discipline with an ethic of entrepreneurship, you get the magical alchemy of great 
compositions and performance. (p. 13) 
 
Both methods of teaching have pros and cons. It is the job of the teacher to 
provide a balance that allows student composers to experiment and discover while 
concurrently developing defined skills with which to record, revise, and expand their 
music. The teacher must consider the classroom size, the current knowledge or lack of 
knowledge of the students, and the goal of the program, whether it is to empower each 
student in reaching his or her individual abilities or to develop a single class composition.  
By teaching through questions and engaging students in dialogues that allow them 
to reach conclusions that encourage creativity, the teacher establishes the climate in 






evaluating the composition, students can decipher which methods are working and which 
must be reevaluated. 
Summary 
The teacher has the ability and the charge to encourage, empower, and nurture the 
creative impulse in his composer students so that they can compose, annotate, and 
perform their creations. By using a variety of teaching models that include verbal 
identifying features, students can build useful goal images that lead to successful and 
expressive performances (Woody, 2003). Providing time to listen, process, and create, in 
conjunction with a teaching method that meets the needs and style of the students, the 
teacher can give all composing students tools that can be used to ensure the continuity of 
aural work. By being open to a variety of options, the teacher can also be inspired by the 
students to be a greater educator. Sheng (1999) spoke as follows about his students: 
“Good students are also very inspiring and I often learn from my students” (para. 14). 
This teacher continues to travel the world, both inspiring others and being inspired.   
Through the use of time, an effective teaching method for students, and 
inspiration, the teacher can unite students in a classroom to create group energy while 
simultaneously compelling individual students to express and record their unique 
compositions. By establishing an atmosphere of trust complemented by candor and the 
willingness to give credit when due, the teacher ties different tools together to encourage 
composer students in the creative process. The teacher must see the vision of successfully 













This research introduced high school instrumentalists to writing a notated musical 
composition for a large ensemble, either band or orchestra. Through the seven scheduled 
workshops, I witnessed, taught, and observed eight high school instrumentalists create 
their first composition for a large ensemble as their teacher, facilitator, resource, 
conductor, and mentor. As Kaschub and Smith (2013) stated, “Composer have always 
struggled to transfer musical ideas from the imagination to external notation so their 
musical intentions might be preserved and possibly shared” (p. 5). Indeed, although these 
eight students struggled, they discovered their own ways to realize their imagination and 
succeeded to compose orchestra and band compositions, which were performed by the 
concert band and orchestra at the school recital. In this chapter, I discuss the research 
methods used to gather and analyze the data to uncover the processes and approaches that 
enabled these secondary instrumental students to compose for a large ensemble. I also 
analyze the characteristics of their compositions and evaluate the impact that this 
experience had on the student composers. The process I followed was qualitative case 
study design (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005) with an action-oriented method (McNiff, 2002), 
in which the researcher is involved as the facilitator of the composition workshop as well 






schedule workshops and structure them in a way that would lead students to the 
completion of their compositions for the recital. Moreover, I only introduced tools to 
foster creativity and lead the participants to discoveries within the compositional process 
for the large ensemble.   
Qualitative Case Study 
The goal of this research was to observe and record the processes students chose 
to take when tasked with composing a piece for a large instrumental ensemble, and then 
to analyze the end results. I collected data that would show the steps each young 
composer took to create their pieces, spanning from the initial assignment through 
completion.  The qualitative research is a field of inquiry that crosscuts disciplines and 
subject matters, where the research is aimed to gather an in-depth understanding of 
human behavior and the reasons that govern such behavior and the discipline investigates 
the why and how of decision making, not just what, where, when (Denzin and Lincoln, 
2005).  Since this research aimed to focus on the students’ process, it was appropriate to 
select the qualitative research method as the fundamental method for this research. 
The data were collected through interviews, observations, and documentation 
from journals, student compositions, musical samples, and audio recordings. To obtain 
these pieces of data, I created the case study, more specifically, the instrumental case 
study. The basic idea of the case study is that one case (or small number of cases) is 
studied in detail, using whatever methods seem appropriate (Stake, 1995). According to 






1. The intrinsic case study, where a case is exploration of one particular case for 
its own sake.  No attempt is made to generalize beyond the single case or even 
to build theories. 
2. The instrumental case study, in which a case is examined mainly to provide 
insight into an issue or to revise a generalization. Although the case selected is 
studied in depth, the main focus is on something else. 
3. The collective case study, where a number of case are studied to investigate 
some general phenomenon. 
The purpose here was to gather data that would develop only one case—namely, 
the task of composing an original piece of music for a band or orchestra by a high school 
instrumental student. The main focus was to understand the process students took to 
create the piece as well as the outcomes of that process. Therefore, I determined that an 
instrumental case study would be most appropriate study for this research. 
Action Research 
As I employed the expository and discovery methods in this research, I played 
two key roles in this study. First, I was a teacher/facilitator, who provided the guidelines 
and structure for students to freely discover their potential in writing music as they 
composed. Through seven scheduled workshops, students were given the structure 
(timeline) to complete their compositions. Second, I was a composer, an expert in the 
field of composition, who provided the necessary guidance and direction for students to 
complete their pieces. Thus, I had some influence on and affected the behavior and output 






In defining action research, McNiff (2017) stated, “Action research is a practical 
form of enquiry that enables anyone in every job and walk of life to investigate and 
evaluate their work” (p. 9). It involves interactive inquiry processes, especially popular 
among teacher educators, in which the teacher acts as a researcher to interact, observe, 
and analyze students’ processes, actions, and behaviors to find new truths to improve 
instruction (McNiff, 2017). In this research, I designed a set goal and process (final 
composition and workshops) in my role as teacher/facilitator to guide students. At the 
same time, as students composed, discovering and defining each step were critical for the 
findings of this research, and my guidance as expert was a necessary factor. Information 
gathered from each workshop and individual meeting with students helped me to design 
as well as determine approaches for future workshops. 
Pilot Study 
I conducted a pilot study in the spring of 2009. The purpose of the pilot study was 
to assess the effectiveness of the compositional activities that I designed for this study as 
a researcher, as well as to assess and evaluate the students’ final ensemble compositions 
while looking for ways to improve the research design and its trustworthiness. Given the 
limited timeline to complete the compositions, students composed works for small 
ensembles instead of large ensembles. Eleven students initially volunteered to participate 
and seven students completed all workshops and composed their own ensemble pieces for 
the final composition recital on Saturday, March 27, 2009. The initial samples consisted 
of seven high school students from the Salina Youth Symphony Program and four 






students and one University student did not complete the project. As noted, I was both the 
music director of the Youth Symphony program and also a faculty member at Kansas 
Wesleyan University. 
The initial workshop was held January 26. At the beginning of workshop, I led 
students into “Ostinato Composition” using percussion instruments, a process based on a 
course at Teachers College that I had enjoyed as a student myself. The composition was 
recorded using the Wave Recorder and students listened to the recording for evaluation 
purposes. Following that exercise, students split into three groups and worked on their 
own similar project. This activity brought the composing activity closer to students as 
they began their journey of composition.  
As an overview of the project, I provided the following guidelines: 
1. Students will complete a small ensemble composition for three to six players 
using traditional band/orchestral instruments. 
2. Students must use standard notation so that music can be recreated by 
performers. 
3. The composition recital will be March 25, where students will present their 
final composition to the public. On March 24, students will have a chance to 
share their work with Dr. Timothy Mahr, a professional composer, who will 
have a composition lesson with each student. 
Throughout the next 7 weeks, the composition students and I met once a week to 
discuss and share progress with each other. As the facilitator of the workshops, I gave 
students tasks to complete to assure progress was made toward the final composition 






with me any time they needed help via email, phone call, or text messaging. When 
necessary, I held individual sessions to assist a student.  
Dr. Mahr was available to all students on March 24. He provided feedback and 
evaluation of their works through individual composition lessons. The final composition 
concert was held on Saturday, March 25, in Sams Chapel, on the campus of Kansas 
Wesleyan University. Seven students completed and presented their compositions.  
Pilot Study Findings 
The pilot study was successful and students completed well-crafted compositions 
for small ensembles. Dr. Mahr made the following remark at the concert: “These students 
have showed amazing craftsmanship and created amazing works as beginning young 
composers” (speech, 3-25-09). I personally was very impressed with the creativity and 
sensitivity each student demonstrated in his or her individual composition. 
The main struggle encountered during the pilot study was the student composers’ 
accountability and reliability. During the 8-week project, four students dropped out of the 
class mostly because they lacked the time to attend the workshops. It was also a struggle 
to have everyone attend the workshops at a common time. I ended up having to hold the 
same workshop two to three times because of the participants’ scheduling conflicts. 
Importantly, I discovered that the use of musical notation software was critical for 
students to complete the final project. The software provided instant audible feedback for 
their work. The software also provided visual guidance as students progressed. I found 
throughout the process that many questions from students were simply about how to use 








Through the pilot study, I discovered that it was difficult to secure a commitment 
from all participants to meet on a regular basis outside of school hours. However, these 
meetings are critical for students who participate in the composition workshop if they are 
to complete the final notated composition successfully. To secure student attendance in 
order to observe the consistency of their progression, students were selected from 
participants in the Salina Youth Symphony Program, where I serve as the music director. 
All workshops and individual meetings were held immediately following the rehearsals 
of the Youth Symphony, which took place on Saturday mornings throughout the spring of 
2014. Almost all students in the Salina Youth Symphony classes participate in band, 
orchestra, or choir at their school. Therefore, I was able to collect the necessary data to 
complete this research, including their performance abilities based on their fall audition 
with me; however, it was necessary to obtain background information on these students 
who took extra music classes in addition to the performing ensemble classes as a part of 
the data collection.  
In the fall of 2013, I invited all members of the Salina Youth Symphony to take 
part in the research project, to be held in the spring of 2014. The initial informational 
meeting was held on Saturday, February 8 at 10:30 a.m. in PH 159 at Kansas Wesleyan 
University to explain the project and the time commitment involved. Fifteen students 
showed up to the meeting. After the meeting, 10 of those students decided to sign up as 
participants in the research. An IRB-approved student consent letter (Appendix A) was 






for February 16, 2014. Of the 10 students who participated in the workshop, eight 
students completed all necessary steps for the research, including the final composition 
from each participant for the concert. Two students attended six workshops, but were not 
able to complete the final composition because of time constraints. See Table 1 for a list 
of the final participants, their grade, primary and secondary instruments, and the names of 









Caroline 11 Violin Piano F Tryptic – fl, ob, cl, pn, Strings 
Cayden 9 Bass None M Golden Blood Moon – String 
Orchestra 
Abigail 12 Violin Piano F A Bittersweet Reminince – String 
Orchestra 
Thomas 11 Cello Piano/Guitar/Drums M For You – String Orchestra 
Chardy 11 Alto Sax None F Late Night Enchantment – String 
Orchestra 
Allison 12 Clarinet Alto Sax F Dreaming – Band 
Jonathan 9 Viola Voice M The Struggle and Victory – Asx. 
Snare, Strings 








The goal for each student was to complete a composition for either string 
orchestra, band, or symphony to be performed publicly in concert. Based on a recent 
study in student compositions, which also aligned with the findings from my pilot study, 
there were some foreseen assumptions for the study (Bolden, 2009; Freedman, 2013; 
Kennedy, 2001; Menard, 2015, Randles & Sullivan, 2013), as follows: 
1. Student will need immediate audio playback as they compose. 
2. Notation and productions of parts for a large ensemble will be a struggle 
without the high-quality notation software. 
3. Time at home will be needed to complete their composition. 
The research required students to compose using standard notation so that the 
composition could be performed by a traditional large ensemble. As Freedmann (2012) 
said: 
Technology allows a musical experience for all skill levels—an opportunity, 
never before available, to compose, manipulate, save, instantly listen to music 
electronically, and even print standard Western music notation for others to play 
without having to know much about traditional music theory or notation. (p. vi) 
 
It was critical that each student have access to the music notation software. The Mac Lab 
at Kansas Wesleyan University provided Finale, our notation software. Furthermore, for 
students to complete the compositions, they required time at home or after school. I 
therefore purchased and provided a complimentary copy of notation software to all 
participants. 
As stated in the Preface of this work, Shewan (2002) suggested that musical 






This idea of paralleling music with language was also echoed in Parry-Jamieson’s (2005) 
dissertation in composition pedagogy. Classroom teachers agree that spelling, grammar, 
and penmanship, or at least basic scribing ability, are necessary tools in understanding, 
communicating, and creating in English Language Arts. The contribution of each to 
overall basic literacy is undeniable. These areas exist in music as well, and music 
teachers work with students to develop their skills in scribing (notation), spelling and 
grammar (theory and form), and literature (music repertoire). The only parallel to creative 
writing from Language Arts to creative writing in Music is composition, yet few 
formalized or generally accepted pedagogies for music composition exist. 
In 2004, a fifth grade teacher and artist from the New York Philharmonic planned 
and implemented a series of lessons exploring the relationship of the Writer’s Workshop 
as taught in schools and the process used by composers when creating musical pieces 
(Easton et al., 2005). The Writer’s Workshop is a particular step-by-step approach to the 
development of written works, used in various forms by many of New York City’s school 
teachers, usually beginning with brainstorming ideas and editing, with the “publishing” 
of a final product (Easton et al., 2005). The Composer’s Workshop Process was 
developed by revising the foundation of the Writer’s Workshop Process. I believe that 
this process was a good framework for this research, as it offered discovery approaches to 
composition within an expository framework to lead students to complete a final 
composition. See Figure 1 for the process of the Composer’s Workshop, drawn from 







Figure 1. Composer’s workshop process (Easton et al., 2005) 
For the purposes of this research, I further revised this concept to fit our given 
timeframe and accommodate our understanding that our students do not require in-depth 
training and experience in composition or music theory. Also, from my experiences from 
the pilot study, I felt I needed to simplify the processes from nine to seven steps. It was 
also necessary to remove certain labels such as “motives” and “developing musical 
seeds” that may mislead students to compose in a specific way. Based on these 
guidelines, I revised the Composer’s Workshop Process and created the Seven-Workshop 
Process for Composers for this research (see Figure 2). Each step is then outlined below 
the figure. 
Figure 2. The Seven-Workshop Process for Composers 
Workshop 1 – Introduction and Tools 
▪ Outline of the ideas and learning tools to compose 
Workshop 2 – Composing Ideas 
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Workshop 3 – Envision 
▪ Application to Form and Structure 
Workshop 4 – Orchestration 
▪ Application to the musical score  
Workshop 5 – Revising 
▪ A process of reflection and evolutions 
Workshop 6 – Publishing 
▪ Creation of a final score and individual instrumental parts 
Workshop 7 – Performance 
▪ Performance of the work with musicians and audience 
The plan was to hold seven workshop meetings with each student composer and 
conclude the experience with a public performance of their compositions. Between 
workshops, students were encouraged to communicate with me through email as well as 
meetings to share and discuss their progress and challenges. At each workshop, the 
students presented their compositions or musical ideas with live instruments or midi 
recordings so that they could verbally share their thoughts and what they had discovered 
over the past week(s). The students were encouraged to complete the given task each 
week. It was critical that the students had an ultimate deadline of completing the final 
project by the end of the semester. 
Researcher Role 
In this research, I served in several different roles. As a researcher, I was a 






group of subjects in the cultural environment over an extended time. As mentioned, I was 
involved as a designer and facilitator of the Seven-Workshop Process for Composers 
which gave them the structure to compose their pieces. I was a teacher and facilitator, 
who they could ask questions and receive answers, also who they could trust as a 
resource.  
I humbly assert that I was also a role model to all students involved. Because I am 
a symphony conductor, often referred as maestro, the community and students involved 
in the music ensembles regard me as the expert of the music, especially classical music. 
Many of them have seen me conduct the semi-professional orchestra, musicals, and 
operas in a variety of settings. They respect me and took my input and suggestions very 
seriously. But I was always open to how they wanted to express themselves and, 
whenever possible, I tried to be less maestro and more coach. Finally, I was their 
conductor. All of them have been involved in my youth orchestra program for many 
years. I have known them since they were very small. These were strong teacher-student 
relationships, with trust built over the time. 
Data Collection 
Interviews 
In qualitative research, interviews are particularly useful for getting the story 
behind a participant’s experiences, as the interviewer can pursue in-depth information 
around the topic by talking directly to the subject (Marvasti & Silverman, 2008). 
Interviews may be useful as a follow-up to certain respondents’ questionnaires, e.g., to 






very personal activity. From the pilot study, I understood that high school students often 
relate their personal thoughts and feelings in their compositions. Therefore, interviewing 
was one of the most appropriate methods for collecting information from the participants 
of this study. I conducted three types of interviews throughout this study: a pre-workshop 
interview, a conversational interview during the experience, and a post-workshop 
interview. Before beginning the first workshop, participants took part in a focus group 
interview that was conducted in a group setting. This interview asked them about their 
basic background information as well as their idea of how to define a composition. All 
participants wrote down their responses on a form and submitted them to me. Throughout 
the composition workshop, I held several informal, conversational interviews with each 
participant to discover the reasons and thought processes they used to determine the 
decisions they made in the process of creating their compositions. After the performance 
of each student’s composition, a post-workshop interview was conducted to determine 
growth or change in the student’s view of his or her composition. This final interview 
included the research questions as well as new questions. The interviewees were free to 
express their thoughts and experiences at any point throughout the entire process. 
Student Compositions 
At each workshop, students were asked to submit their compositions if any were 
available. Both written comments and compositions were kept as computer notation files 
and word processor files. For the final compositions, students shared the background 
story of their composition. The final composition recital was recorded using a high-






artifacts. The complete scores of the students’ final compositions as performed at the 
recital can be found in Appendix D. 
Field Notes 
Throughout the composition workshop process, I guided students through a 
general outline toward completing their final compositions. Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw 
(1995) listed four functions of the field notes: 
• to identify and follow processes in witnessed events; 
• to understand how members themselves characterize and describe particular 
activities, events, and groups; 
• to convey members’ explanation for when, why, or how particular things 
happen and, thereby, to elicit members’ theories of the causes of particular 
happenings; and 
• to identify the practical concerns, conditions, and constraints that people 
confront and deal with in their everyday lives and actions. 
Given the nature of this research, the field notes served for me as one of the 
integral ways I could record discoveries during the workshop. Silverman and Marvasti 
(2008) claimed that the problem with field notes is that the researcher is stuck with the 
form in which they were designed, and readers only have access to how the researcher 
recorded the event. To avoid possible errors or missing details, all workshops were video-
recorded to better capture the events during each workshop as they happened. Text 








Institutional Review Board 
I submitted the proposal for the research to the Institutional Review Board (IRB) 
at Teachers College, Columbia University, who subsequently reviewed and approved it in 
November 2013. The IRB number assigned to the protocol was 12-364. Students and 
their parents, who indicated interest in participating in the study, were invited to the 
informational meeting in February of 2014, when I presented IRB consent forms 
(Appendix A) for them to review and take home to sign if students were interested in 
participating in the first workshop scheduled for the following week. During the first 
workshop, students were asked to complete IRB-approved pre-workshop interviews 
(Appendix B). During the final week, students were asked to complete IRB-approved 
post-workshop interviews (Appendix C). 
Risk to Participants 
Students may potentially not understand questions or comments from other 
participants in the study and feel vulnerable as a result of other participants’ comments or 
questions. The likelihood of these risks occurring was minimal and there was the same 
amount of risk in the study as students and teachers usually encounter during regular 
classroom activities. Also, it was possible that students would have difficulty completing 
the compositions because of inadequate skills or knowledge. They may experience 
vulnerability while composing pieces that express who they are and what they feel. I 






composition. There were no direct benefits for students participating in this research. 
They also had the right to withdraw from the research at any time. 
Analytical Approach to the Data 
The final composition was the primary goal for students, and it was perhaps the 
most critical artifact of this research. What was the quality of the final product? What 
process did students take to arrive at the final composition? What decision-making 
process took place? What advice did they need? Chapter IV next paints a portrait of the 
seven-workshop process, including what information I presented (and how) to students as 
a teacher, as well as the expository methods and other observations I made as a 
participant observer.  
In Chapter V, I then present an analysis and evaluation of each composition using 
the lens of a trained composer, a musical theorist, and a conductor. I sought to validate its 
structure, melody, harmony, and rhythms based on common practices in the field. The 
chapter also includes a summary of the students’ focus group decision-making process 
from the results of structured and unstructured interviews, conversations, observations, 
class discussions, and advice given to them in order to complete the final composition. 
The students’ background was important information here as I analyzed students’ 
discoveries and processes to complete their compositions. Also included are the students’ 
age and musical background information, including their skill level on their primary 
instruments based on their audition results from their youth symphony auditions.  
Chapter VI contains an analysis of information comparing each student composer 






choices students made as they composed their final versions of their compositions leading 
to the final performance. The critical question considered here is how this overall process 













At the beginning of this project, all students were tasked with a common goal: to 
compose a piece of music for a large ensemble, band, symphony, or orchestra through the 
use of notation software. As music composition is a personal and often sensitive form of 
expression, it was important that I provide the atmosphere and environment in which 
students could comfortably express their ideas with the necessary tools, such as notation 
software (Bolden, 2009; Hickey, 2012; Kaschub & Smith, 2009; Koops, 2013; Menard, 
2015; Randles & Stringham, 2013). As Hickey (2012) stated, “The environment we 
create is absolutely crucial for making or breaking our students’ comfort with music 
composition” (p. 16). It was important to establish clear structures of process for students 
to be successful in the composition process. To this effect, Kaschub and Smith (2009) 
stated, “When students are defining their own compositional projects, it is important that 
the teacher facilitate the process of setting parameters for creative work” (p. 236).  
In this chapter, I discuss the details of seven workshop processes for composers, 
as explained in Chapter III. Over the course of this project, I scheduled seven workshops. 
Based on the expository method (Blake, 1983)—in which the teacher explains what 
students are to learn, supplies the student with all the necessary information or content, 
and clearly demonstrates the steps need to accomplish, these workshops had specific 






students are guided in their progress to ensure they make gains to reach their final goal by 
the due date. These workshops provided basic training in how to use the notation 
software and provided me with the opportunity as the teacher to cover any information 
that students needed to use the tools and skills required to complete their compositions 
successfully. Also, the workshop provided students with opportunities to ask questions 
and share ideas with me and each other.  
Workshops 
Workshop 1—Saturday, February 16, 2014—Tools and Terms 
For this initial meeting, we met at 11:00 a.m. on the Kansas Wesleyan campus in 
the Fine Arts building, Room 200, the Mac Lab. In this lab, 15 computers installed with 
the Finale notation software were available for students to use. All 10 of the students who 
signed up to participate in this project attended. We started our workshop by discussing 
our goals and I explained some of the instructions for this project. Overall outlines 
covering the Seven-Workshop Process for Composers (explained in Chapter III) were 
given to each participant. To collect data for the purpose of creating an individual 
composer file for each participant, I asked every student to answer a pre-workshop 
questionnaire (Appendix B), which recorded their musical background as well as their 
thoughts about composing music.  
After students completed the questionnaire, they were given the login information 
for the computer. With this information, students were granted access to the music 
notation software, Finale. I then gave a general overview of the software program and 






from creating the staff in the desired format to entering the notes for pitches and rhythms. 
My previous experiences as a teacher, including the pilot study, led me to feel confident 
that all students would be able to figure out the software without much difficulty and use 
it successfully for this project. I modeled this process for the class by creating a short 
composition with the Finale program using a projector to enable all students to see 
clearly. I asked them to follow the example I had just modeled to create their own 
compositions. Although none of the students appeared to have any difficulties using the 
software at that time, I encouraged them to contact me by text message, email, or phone 
if any issues arose while they used the software. I then gave each student the assignment 
to compose an original melody for their primary instrument using the notation software. I 
asked them to have it ready for discussion at our next meeting. In an effort to make it 
easier for students to continue working on their compositions at home, I gave students 
instructions on how to download the Finale software on their home computer and 
provided them with a purchase code.  
Workshop 2—Saturday, March 8, 2014—Composing Ideas 
For our second meeting, we met at 10:30 a.m.in the same location as Workshop 1. 
All 10 students were present. I asked the class to share the melodies they had created for 
their primary instruments, as assigned at the end of the first workshop. Allison 
volunteered first to share with the class the melody she composed for her clarinet. It was 
a lovely eight-bar melody that included a rhythmic motif as well as a good use of the 
range of the clarinet. Cayden next shared his melody for the string bass. Given that his 
primary instrument is not typically an instrument that plays a melodic passage, it was 






difficult to comprehend the flow of his melody. I could hear the melody was set in a 
Dorian mode, but it lacked a smooth melodic feel. After the group listened to the new 
creations, I asked Allison to share her melody as a visual example on the projector 
screen. As a group, we discussed how one could harmonize such a melody in a variety of 
ways. We looked at different elements presented in the melody that may lead a composer 
to choose certain effects as well as discussed how personal aural preferences can help 
determine harmonization choices. To allow for practice and experimentation with this 
concept, everyone was asked to create a harmonization for a familiar American folksong 
during the workshop. Some samples were saved as part of the data collection. As a take-
away assignment, students were asked to work on developing more melodies as well as a 
possible harmonization that could be used as part of their composition.  
Workshop 3—Saturday, March 22, 2014—Envisioning 
Our third workshop took place at 10:30 a.m. in our usual location. Because the 
workshop date fell on a break time from school for the students, Allison and Chardy were 
absent from this workshop. The other eight students and I continued our progression by 
discussing the concept of envisioning. This is an application of an idea to a form and 
structure. Students were encouraged to create their own story using their own language. I 
assured them there was no right or wrong answer, and I encouraged them to choose what 
they liked the best. I told them that as composers, they had the freedom to choose and 
whatever they chose to do would be right. Students were asked to map out their 
composition using three or four staves to create a skeleton version of their composition. 
The rest of the workshop was primarily focused on individual students to advise every 






composition needs and challenges. I was also able to look at the progress that had been 
made up to this point. Students were asked to continue editing their composition drafts to 
mold them towards the direction of the final product they were envisioning. 
Workshop 4—Saturday, March 29, 2014—Orchestration  
Our meeting time and location remained the same as previous workshops. 
Michael and Grayslyn were absent. We discussed the concept and process of 
orchestration—specifically, the ranges available for instruments, the traditional roles and 
uses for common ensemble instruments, uses of timbres, and colors of the ensemble. 
Additionally, further discussion on how to use the Finale notation software and issues 
about transpositions were discussed. After the discussion, most of the remaining time was 
spent on students working individually on their final projects. Some of the students were 
starting to develop strong technology skills and finding independence in using the 
notation software, which allowed them to work on advanced techniques. As I glanced 
around the classroom, I noted that other students needed more individualized attention 
and guidance. I realized it was necessary for me to encourage some of these students 
more to help them continue moving forward and making progress. Some students had 
really fallen behind the rest of the group in creating initial drafts (Workshop 3) for their 
composition. I spent the rest of the workshop time meeting with each student one on one 
to see what progress they had made since our last meeting and give them advice on 
appropriate steps to take next. Students were assigned to start orchestrating their 







Workshop 5—Saturday, April 5, 2014—Revising Process  
Workshop 5 took place in the Mac Lab at 10:30 a.m. Chardy and Sam were 
absent. It was important to discuss rhythmic notations as a group setting because several 
students were having difficulties and feeling confused. We spent approximately 10 
minutes as a full group discussing how to notate rhythms in a way that matched the aural 
intention they had and in a format that would be easy to read from a performer’s 
perspective. The rest of our remaining workshop time was spent meeting with each 
student individually to assess progress on the composition and guide them as needed. 
Workshop 6—Saturday, April 19, 2014—Publishing  
We met again at 10:30 a.m. in the Mac Lab. A larger number of participants 
(Allison, Michael, Sam, and Jonathan) were absent because of a school-related event—
the prom. I presented a lecture to the remaining group members in attendance about key 
points in publishing a composition. The most important point was the importance of 
notating music in a way that any performer or conductor could take the same written 
score and, on their own in separate locations, create the same to a degree based on 
musicality abilities and aural experience. In other words, it should be able to perform a 
well-notated composition successfully without the presence of the composer. Beyond 
notes and rhythm, at any given point in the piece, any educated performer should easily 
interpret all musical elements such as dynamics, articulations, and tempi. After the 
lecture, I met briefly with individual students to see how they were progressing in their 
pieces. Some students had made a tremendous amount of progress since our last meeting. 
Caroline, Chardy, and Abigail had nearly completed all of the notes and rhythms they 






some struggles, having only completed about 20 or 30 measures or so; however, they 
assured me their compositions would be finished in time to be performed at the recital. 
Grayslyn showed good progress by completing a quality draft of about 50 measures, 
although that was not nearly enough to complete the composition. Students were asked to 
submit their final projects by email for the final concert. Students who were absent from 
this workshop met with me individually during the following week. Allison and Michael, 
who met with me on the following Monday, had both made great progress. I 
communicated with Jonathan via email and he had much left to finish as of April 19; we 
scheduled a follow-up meeting for May 3. All students were asked to submit their scores 
and individual instrument parts for their final composition by email by Friday, May 9.  
Workshop 7—Saturday, May 10, 2014—Performance  
A recital to debut the final compositions of each student was presented on 
Saturday, May 10, 2014, at 7:00 p.m. in the Fitzpatrick Auditorium at Kansas Wesleyan 
University. Two students, Sam and Grayslyn, chose to withdraw from this performance 
as they were unable to finalize a composition. In our performing large ensemble for this 
recital, each of the composition students played their primary instrument on the works 
created by their peers. Other students as well as musicians from the Salina Symphony, 
which is a regional semi-professional symphony of which I am the music director, were 
also hired to complete the orchestration requirements for our large ensembles. All 
performers and student composers met at 4:00 p.m. and rehearsed each of the 
compositions in performance order. I conducted the ensemble for each piece to ensure a 
successful performance, despite such limited rehearsal time. During this rehearsal time, 






on the interpretation of their composition as it was rehearsed. I witnessed a very high 
level of excitement from each student as the ensemble performed the composition he or 
she had created. For some compositions, the players raised questions because of errors on 
the parts they were given; we were careful to correct them. At 7:00 p.m., we presented 
our recital before invited audience members consisting of parents, family, and friends. 
Programs were distributed. Students introduced their compositions prior to their 
performance, and each composer took a bow following each presentation as they received 
warm applause for their work. The recital was recorded in its entirety using a high-quality 
wave recorder. After the recital, each student was asked to schedule a follow-up meeting 
with me for the post-workshop interview. Within the following 2 weeks, all students met 
with me and completed the exit survey and interview.  
Summary 
The Seven-Workshop Process for Composers provided students with a structure 
and timeframe (including deadlines) to complete their original compositions. Some 
students did not follow the given structures, but they discovered their own ways to 
complete the project. Students worked the majority of their time at home with their 
personal computer instead at the workshop on campus; however, the workshop provided 
a place for asking questions and offered focus as they worked toward their goal of 













This chapter looks at each composer from his or her musical background and 
experiences to the approaches and strategies each used throughout the composition 
process. The musical analysis of each of the compositions created during this study is 
presented from my viewpoint as a researcher, along with comments and explanations of 
how meeting with me helped the students develop the vision of their compositions from 
abstract to notation on paper. The complete composition by each composer can be found 
in Appendix D. 
Composer 1: Caroline 
Composer Profile 
Age/Grade:      15 years old, Junior 
Primary Instrument:     Violin 
Number of Years:    7 years  
Private Lessons:    7 years of private lessons  
Skill Level Based on YS Audition:  10 out of 10 
      Tones  10 
      Intonation  10 
      Techniques 10 
 
Secondary Instrument:    Piano 






Caroline is 15 years old and a junior in high school as a homeschooled student. 
She comes from a large, traditional, small-town, Anglo American family, the fourth child 
of six. I have known Caroline since she was sixth grader and first joined our youth 
educational program as the concertmaster of the preparatory orchestra, which is the 
beginning youth string orchestra in our Youth Symphony (YS) program. She is a polite 
young woman with a fun personality and is full of curiosity about music. When she starts 
to talk, she has a tendency to keep talking and habitually loses her focus on her train of 
thought, getting side-tracked into many different conversations and thoughts. It is as if so 
many different thoughts are racing through her mind at the same time that she cannot 
possibly communicate them all quickly enough without losing them. One can almost 
imagine bubbles floating in her head as different thoughts pass by. 
As a musician, Caroline is one of the finest high school music students I have ever 
worked with in my teaching career. In our YS program every fall, I have a chance to hear 
each student perform a solo at his or her audition. I always look forward to hearing 
Caroline perform because she always impresses me with her preparation. This fall was no 
exception: She scored a perfect score in all categories.   
Caroline has been a member of the YS program for 7 years, starting as a 
concertmaster for the preparatory orchestra, the Junior Youth Symphony, and is now a 
concertmaster of the YS. Because she is homeschooled, the YS program is the only 
opportunity she has to be a member of a large ensemble with students her own age. 
Because of her advanced skill level, Caroline was invited to participate as a member of 
the Salina Symphony, the adult-based, semi-professional orchestra. Performing in the 






great master composers—Beethoven, Mozart, and Brahms. In addition to being a 
violinist, Caroline is also a fine pianist, having studied piano for 9 years. She is capable 
of playing fairly advanced literature, such as the Beethoven Piano Sonatas.  
Caroline’s Composition: “Triptych” 
After much struggle and debate over what to title her new composition, Caroline 
chose to call her piece “Triptych.” For a long time, the composition was simply labeled 
“My Composition.” When the piece was nearly completed, she said, “Mr. Hakoda, I 
don’t know what to title this composition. It just came to me.” When she sent me the final 
work, it had the title of “Triptych.” She described she titled it that way because the 
composition had three distinctive sections and the name seemed appropriate. The 
composition is written for a chamber orchestra comprised of traditional string sections, 
adding in flute, oboe, clarinet, and piano. Throughout all three sections of this 
composition, almost every phrase is comprised of four measures, with clearly heard half 
and authentic cadences.  
The composition has evenly phrased clear melodies, which often have a clear 
sense of motifs. The composition starts with a single line: a cello solo in A minor, with a 
motive anchored on E, the dominant note. The motif resembles that of many classical 
compositions such as those of Schubert and Mozart.  
 






As seen in the musical example, this opening melody also has rhythmic unity, 
with two eighth note pick-ups followed by a dotted half note. Soon, the melody is 
accompanied by the entire orchestra, which is derived from the arpeggio-based piano 
part.  
Musical Example CB2. Piano Part Measure 5-8 
The composition continues with a repeated section, yet with more complexity and 
a counter melody in the woodwind sections (measures 12-22). This counter melody is 
rather active and well harmonized, again driven from the piano part, which serves as the 
accompaniment part to the original melody. It is important to note that the pattern is 
based on four notes, which is typical for a violin player.  






With a held chord in A minor (measure 22, tonic), the composition bursts into a 
spirited fast section (Spirito Vivace), which now has an ostinato pattern in the cello and 
left-hand piano, driving the composition forward. Again, the rhythmically unified 
melodic line (as seen in the slow A section) is presented in the violin parts over the 
already introduced ostinato pattern. At the same time, the syncopated chords are bringing 
a colorful change in the feel of composition, as seen in many modern movie scores.  
 
Musical Example CB4. Measures 25-28, Second Section 
The section repeats again with very little development. The composition again 
lands on a held chord in A minor (tonic) to begin the next section cheerfully. In this third 
section, the oboe takes the lead over a pizzicato string accompaniment. Again, the 
orchestration technique used is often seen in compositions by Mozart, where a clear, 







Musical Example CB5. Measures 44-51, Third Section 
The section once again repeats itself with a whole note tonic chord. The 
composition then sees a return of the Spirito Vivace in a diminished form, a shorter 
version, with a grandioso ending that is played by the entire orchestra. 
 
 
Figure 3. Overall form for “Triptych” by Caroline 
The composition features many typical elements of the Classical Period, similar to 
what would be found in the compositions of Mozart and Haydn. It has a very clear sense 
of melody harmonized by a standard progression without any use of advanced harmonies. 

























cadence. Harmonically, the composition stays in the tonic key of A minor throughout the 
entire composition, without any hint of modulations or key shift.  
Another element seen in this composition is the use of rhythmic patterns as well 
as an ostinato that is used to drive the composition. This technique is often seen in movie 
scores of modern composers like Han Zimmer or wind band composer Robert W. Smith. 
These are examples of works that are often played by the musicians of the Salina YS 
program. As a composition, Caroline’s piece fairly is straight forward as it continues to 
repeat itself without much motivic transformation or harmonic shift. However, within 
each section, the composition has very clear motifs that drive and unify the section. Also, 
the composition has a very natural sense of phrasing which brings a balance to the 
structure. The composition lacks a sense of transition from one section to another. All of 
the sections are connected only by held tonic chords in the key of A minor. 
Caroline’s Process 
One struggle Caroline dealt with was the challenge to notate her ideas onto paper 
using the appropriate rhythmic notation that made sense musically in terms of meter. 
Originally, her draft was written with two eighth notes written on downbeat (see musical 
example CB6).  
 






I asked her to play the melody on her violin and asked her where she felt the 
strong beats were. She quickly realized the strong beat lay on the dotted-half note. I 
explained to her that the music notation must reflect this through the meter in order for 
the performer to understand the feel of the strong and weak beats intended in this 
composition. This concept made sense to her and she was able to rework the rhythmic 
notation to shift the beats to fall more appropriately.   
Caroline was one of only two composers who chose to incorporate both string and 
wind instruments (FL, OB, CL), and she was one of two composers to add the use of a 
piano in her composition. She originally had a plan to add a percussion part as well, but it 
was removed because of the short amount of time to meet deadlines for this project in 
order to complete the composition for the recital. At our initial meeting, she said, “I love 
the sound of woodwind instruments, especially the oboe.” She was determined to 
incorporate a woodwind section into her composition. Adding woodwind parts raised 
many questions for her. As a violinist and pianist, the idea of the range of woodwind 
instruments, transpositions, articulations, and characteristics of individual instruments 
was new for her. However, Caroline knew from her experience in orchestras how to 
include woodwind instruments effectively in terms of texture and color. When asked 
what was the most difficult process in composing for her, she told me, “Sometimes it was 
figuring out the range of different instruments and deciding which instrument would hold 
the melody.” Also, being a serious violin player, she did not know the actual ranges of 
other string instruments, especially viola, which is traditionally notated in the alto clef. 
The alto clef was a new concept for her as well. In some instances, she actually wrote a 






As a student, Caroline followed every step of the workshop promptly, putting 
much thought and effort into her composition. It was obvious she spent many hours 
working on her composition simply by seeing the details she applied to her composition. 
She asked many questions throughout the process and was satisfied with her completed 
composition. Her pride in her work was clearly evident. Caroline also demonstrated 
growth as she went through the process. She thought that more knowledge in the area of 
music theory and the general compositional process to create structure would help her 
compose better in the future. Over the course of the workshop, her definition of 
composition transformed from:  
     A composition is an original work formed by an Artist. This may include 




     Musical composition is creating original motifs and combining them to 
become a beautiful piece. 
 
As Caroline tried to compose a piece formally for the orchestra, she started to think like a 
classical composer, contemplating a specific motif and its development. She further 
commented in her post-workshop survey as follows: 
     The motifs were fairly simple to compose; nevertheless, I also really liked 
arranging, cutting, pasting, creating dynamics, expressions and other “road 
signs”! 
 
Again, her thought process became more like that of a typical classical composer. She 
said in her final statement:  
     My overall experience in this class was quite enjoyable. I feel as if I can use 
this piece again and develop it various ways when time allows. As a musician, 
composing my own piece helped to get a better sense of how to perform, and 
desire to understand what a composer is trying to make the listening audience 






Composer 2: Cayden 
Composer Profile 
Age/Grade:      15 years old, Freshman 
Primary Instrument:     String Bass 
 
Number of Years:    6 years  
Private Lessons:    No lessons 
Skill Level Based on YS Audition:  5 out of 10 
      Tones  6 
      Intonation  4 
      Techniques 5 
 
Secondary Instruments:    None 
Cayden is a 15-year-old freshman in high school. He is a bass player in the YS 
program, and has played bass since fourth grade but has never taken formal private 
lessons. He plays a little bit of piano but has never taken any formal lessons from anyone 
for that either; he is a self-taught pianist. As a bass player, Cayden plays at an 
intermediate level and struggles with some intonation issues and fundamental skills. I 
have known Cayden for a couple of years through the YS program. Often, he is very 
quiet at YS rehearsals, but is always willing to do what is asked of him at his full 
potential. He also participates in his school’s athletic program as a male cheerleader. 
Cayden’s favorite music is heavy metal; classical music is not his favorite. He said, 
“Although I play classical repertoire in the symphony, it is not the kind of music I choose 
to listen to in my spare time.”  
Cayden’s Composition: “Golden Blood Moon” 
Cayden composed a piece titled “Golden Blood Moon,” set for a string orchestra. 






piano, only the white keys are used. The entire composition has a tonality that is clearly 
centered around “D.” There is not a strong sense of melody or harmony in this 
composition, but it does have contrapuntal polyphonic elements reminiscent of the 
Baroque period. During one of our sessions, I asked him if he was aware that he was 
composing music based on the Dorian Mode, and he replied, “What is that?” Although 
his ear was guiding him to stay within the structure of the Dorian mode, he had no formal 
training or background knowledge to actively choose centering his tonality in that 
fashion.  
Musical Example CC1. Measures 1-8 
In this opening section, one can make a few significant observations showing 
Cayden’s intentions in telling his story. First, he uses a tremolo in the violins to create a 
certain atmosphere-building anticipation and expectation that something important is 
about to happen. Second, the melody is passed between viola and violin 2 with 
inconsistent harmonic movement, switching between open harmony, closed harmony, 
and dissonance; this creates an unsettling sense, which further builds that expectation of 
something about to happen. The opening continues with five measures of transition, 
which incorporates imitation and sequence leading the composition into the second 
section where Cayden uses a pulsed eighth-note pattern in the bass to bring the piece into 






much harmonic support. This almost eerie quality is like the calm before the storm or 
peace before the battle. 
 
Musical Example CC2. Measures 9-16 
The piece comes to a grand pause at measure 33. It then begins a completely new 
section introduced by a solo and followed by a unison, driving ostinato pattern (measure 
40) seen frequently in recent film scores such as Pirates of Caribbean. This pattern 
creates a sense of urgency and drive to depict the faster battle music that Cayden wanted 
to create: the calm is over and the fight is in full force. The section repeats itself as a 
lengthy battle and resolves at the end of this section. 
 
Musical Example CC3. Measures 33-41 
In the closing section, Cayden uses an interesting approach that briefly brings 






ostinato pattern. This time, the ostinato is built on the tonic note of D to bring the piece to 
a conclusion. The story is complete: The battle is over and won, but although we return to 
the feel of victory and peace, it is clear the victor will never be the same. That experience 
stays with him as he is forever changed.  
This composition has a unifying element with its use of a “key” or rather “mode” 
for the setting. The piece is set in a Dorian mode, with hardly a shift from the tonal center 
to a new tonality of any kind. This mode enabled Cayden to create the feel of the Middle 
Ages that he envisioned from the beginning of his composition process. The composition 
lacks thematic development, as each section introduces new materials rather than 
expanding on previously introduced elements. There are clear sections in this 
composition, which I believe Cayden did to create his visual images within the 
composition. Each section represents a different scene in this battle saga. There is a 
strong connection between visual images and sounds, as if the piece were a soundtrack  
to a movie.  
The melody is very disjointed and not often supported by the elements of 
traditional harmony. There is no consistency in harmonic languages other than the piece 
remains in Dorian mode throughout most of the composition. Sometimes the instrumental 
lines are in unison, but often they sound in fifths and thirds and include many dissonant 
harmonies thrown in as a surprise to the listener, with no lead-in to create an expectation 
of such dissonance.  
It is very interesting, however, to observe that the composition’s form loosely 






Figure 4. Overall form of “Golden Blood Moon” by Cayden 
This was done not on purpose, but rather by chance. Cayden did not intentionally 
set out to follow any sort of formal form of composition. Thus, it is interesting to see that 
this form is used to incorporate the return of one small theme at the ending, combined 
with the theme from C.  
Cayden’s Process  
Before beginning this composition workshop, Cayden defined a composition as 
being “a piece of music written by someone.” He continued with the view: “It should 
have the melody and harmony. Combine them and they should almost tell a story.” With 
this viewpoint, it is no surprise that when Cayden decided to compose a piece himself, he 
sought to tell a story of his own. Cayden chose to write for string orchestra. Although he 
had originally planned to write for a full orchestra, he found it more accessible to limit 
his instrumentation only to strings, based on his knowledge and skills. Cayden often 
spoke of the importance of the story in the music. He was working to make the 
composition tell the story of a great battle saga. Set in the Middle Ages, he wanted to 
“create battle scene music” just as one might expect during a medieval war. His goal was 
to make the audience hear and feel the “victory and sorrow” of the opposing foes. When 
explaining his story, Cayden recognized that the emotions of war are complex. He 


















comes with the hardships of battle and the depth of pain felt by both sides. He recognized 
that although one may win the battle, many losses certainly ensue along the way. He 
wanted to finish strong, returning to that sense of victory. Even through the trials, the 
battle was worthy of fight and the conquest was successful in the end. The victor returns 
home with a renewed sense of pride and admiration.  
Some processes were a bit stressful for Cayden, especially after the third 
workshop. He initially wrote his melody using his bass and made several attempts to 
harmonize the composition using counter melodies in other parts. However, he was not 
able to create the sounds he imagined in his mind. Four weeks passed, and he was 
literally stuck, unable to make any progress. He vented to me, “I want the battle music, 
and I really can’t make the exciting sounds.” I explained to him, “The excitement you 
want in music often comes from rhythm. Try to activate the music by changing your long 
note into rhythmic repeated patterns.” At this point, I was very concerned about whether 
or not he would complete the project. However, after this meeting, something must have 
clicked in him. Cayden was able to complete his work at the very last minute. He literally 
turned in his work on May 10, the date of our recital.  
After completing this composition workshop, Cayden updated his definition of a 
musical composition to be “an expression of feelings that just kind of burst and flow.” 
The process changed his perspective about a composition from merely “a piece of music 
written by someone” to an expression of a specific composer—an artistic transformation. 
Telling a story was very important for Cayden. As he said, “My process was just trying to 
make the piece flow, while at the same time continue the story within the music.” He 






the most important element of a composition was “the story of emotion long past, 
brought anew.” He worked to express clearly the emotions of the characters involved in 
the battle. He wanted his audience to see the battle in their mind while listening to his 
piece.  
Cayden expressed that he felt his lack of knowledge about other instruments was 
one of the most challenging aspects of this project because he was writing for a string 
ensemble. He said, “I feel that I need a better knowledge and understanding of other 
instruments.” This fact is clearly displayed in this composition, where the bass part is 
very playable with many interesting rhythms drives and motion, while other parts are 
often set in a disjunctive manner and are difficult to fine tune. There is a clear lack of 
understanding how the other instruments work and which specific characteristics are part 
of each instrument.  
In the end, Cayden did find this experience to be a rewarding one, as his statement 
about his experience indicated: 
     Yes, I enjoyed it profusely. I would probably use a similar style and approach 
because I feel like it appropriately suits me and my personality. My experience 
was an enlightening one, because it helped me better understand the other 
instruments and musicians.  
 
Throughout this process, I was able to see Cayden grow significantly as a musician and 
composer. He started with a detailed story of complex emotions in his mind, but he was 
not able to transfer that vision to paper immediately. However, through the experience of 
the workshop, he was able to try new things to create the effect he intended and, in the 
process, he grew as a musician during the composing experience. Cayden seemed to 
notice what role other instruments were playing in the ensemble during the composition 






Composer 3: Abigail 
Composer Profile 
Age/Grade:      18 years old, Senior 
 
Primary Instrument:     Violin 
 
Number of Years:    4 years  
Private Lessons:    4 years of private lessons  
Skill Level Based on YS Audition:  7 out of 10 
      Tones  8 
      Intonation  5 
      Techniques 8 
 
Secondary Instruments:    Piano 
 
Private Lessons:    A few years of lessons 
 
Abigail is a senior in high school set in the homeschool environment. She is 18 
years old and plays violin in the YS program. As a violin player, she has some intonation 
issues, but creates good sound with much emotion in her playing. Although she has only 
been playing the violin for 4 years, Abigail has developed a sufficient skill level to earn 
the opportunity to play in the top ensemble. She has a strong work ethic that shows 
consistently through her level of preparation, in rehearsals as well as lessons, and in her 
effort to accomplish tasks at her best level and in a timely manner. She practices regularly 
and always tries her best. Abigail is constantly polite and respectful to others, and always 
has a smile on her face. She is very mature for her age—an “old soul,” so to speak, and 
likes to ask questions and remains very open to new ideas. Her favorite music is classical 







Abigail’s Composition: “A Bittersweet Reminisce” 
Abigail composed a piece she titled “A Bittersweet Reminisce,” which she set for 
string orchestra. According to Abigail, the composition has no story to tell, but the title 
just came to her as she was listening to the playback. She started with a small idea and 
built on it until it developed into a composition. The piece starts with the main theme 
introduced clearly by the cello. The theme itself lasts for six measures, but is entirely 
developed from a smaller motif pattern consisting of a dotted quarter note followed by an 
eighth note. 
Musical Example AM1. Measures 1-8 
The theme is very compact yet very effective. It resembles something of a 
composer such as Beethoven. The main theme is then handed off from the cello to the 
first violin with a full orchestral accompaniment (measure 7), which again resembles the 
patterns of many classical symphonic works.   
Abigail then transforms the theme by using the augmentation technique at 
measure 20 in violin 1, and the inversion technique in measure 23. Similar techniques are 






Musical Example AM2. Measures 20-28 
At letter D, Abigail brings in new rhythmic materials to create a source of drive as 
she finishes off the composition. Original themes return in multiple parts as the violin 1 
concludes the melody in its inverted form, with a Picardy Third in the last chord to create 
a positive and optimistic sense at the end of the composition.  
 
Musical Example AM3. Letter D to End 
One could argue that this composition is the most mature and well-crafted of the 
compositions created by the students in this workshop. The composition is unified by the 
theme, even at the micro level as a motif. Abigail successfully composed this piece by 
skillfully using and building on the smallest elements, as many great classical composers 
have shown in their works. Abigail has a clear sense of melody and harmony. Her 
melody is never lost, but rather becomes the driving factor of the composition. She uses 






overall tonality of this piece is the key of G minor, which is presented through the use of 
clear phrasing and cadences. 
The most impressive element of this composition is its use of a formal structure. It 
starts off with the simplest of forms to introduce the main theme, becoming more and 
more complex as the piece progresses forward. For example, in this section, the inverted 
theme is handed around to the different instruments, creating a sense of complexity.  
 
Musical Example AM4. Measures 39-46 
Complexity is also shown with how Abigail chooses to end the piece with a G major 
chord, bringing a sense of optimism and hopeful balance to this composition.  
This piece is very well crafted, especially for a beginner composer. Abigail has 
included many textbook examples of motivic developments as well as the use of formal 
structure. The composition resembles some of classical composers such as Mozart and 
Beethoven. The harmonic development, however, is lacking in the composition, and 
future developments could be more effective. However, it is still very impressive for 
someone who had no prior training in composition.  
Abigail’s Process 
Because of her piano background, Abigail always starts her process of composing 






     To begin with, I sat down at my piano and played around with different 
melodies and rhythms until I came across one that I liked. I wrote it down. Then I 
would play around with different ways to play that melody, as well as come up 
with a harmony. It is easiest for me to come up with musical thoughts while 
sitting at a piano. 
 
Prior to the workshop experience, Abigail defined a composition as “An original 
melody and phrases written down as a piece of music.” After her experience in the 
workshop, her definition became “A musical composition is where you take different 
musical phrases and ideas and conform them into one coherent idea; controlling various 
sounds in an ordered (or not so ordered as the case may be) manner.” 
It appears that Abigail found her unique way to compose music through “one 
coherent idea,” as many classical composers have done before. When asked about the 
most difficult aspects of her experience with composing, she responded: 
     I would probably say that it would be not getting stuck in a rut. For example, I 
tend to stay in the same key, use the same rhythms and shy away from discordant 
harmony. That is something that I really had to work at. 
 
One of the main suggestions I gave her related to the motivic transformation. 
During Workshop 4, Abigail brought me the orchestrated draft of the first 26 measures. 
The composition included the repetition of the main theme, seen in the cello part at the 
beginning throughout the draft within different voices. She said, “Mr. Hakoda, I don’t 
know how to extend this piece from here.” She was stuck in a rut, as she described. As I 
saw a strong unity in the composition, I showed her three techniques: inversion, 
augmentation, and diminution of the main theme. Her composition flourished after this 
meeting. In the past, Abigail had written some pieces with a simple melody and harmony 
on her own for fun. However, through this process of writing a work for orchestra, she 






will now compose and hear music differently. Abigail said in the end, “Now, whenever I 
listen to music, I no longer hear it all as one, but instead I hear all the different parts and 
how they work together to create a song.” 
Abigail has learned that each individual line plays a specific role in nurturing the 
piece as a whole. She has shown that attention to the smallest of details makes a big 
impact on the overall effect, resulting in a more unified yet complex piece that sounds as 
if it was created by someone trained in the area of classical music composition.  
Composer 4: Thomas 
Composer Profile 
 
Age/Grade:      16 years old, Junior 
Primary Instrument:     Cello 
 
Number of Years:    9 years  
Private Lessons:    6 years of private lessons 
Skill Level Based on YS Audition:  9 out of 10 
      Tones  9 
      Intonation  10 
      Techniques 9 
 
Secondary Instruments:    Piano, Drum, Guitar 
 
Private Lessons:    Some lessons 
 
Thomas is a 16-year-old junior in a local public high school. He is the youngest of 
three children. I have known Thomas since he was a sixth grader when he first joined our 
youth educational program. He is very quiet and loves working on his computer. In fact, 
as his hobby, he built his own computer. Music is his primary focus at school and he does 
not care to play any athletic activities. Thomas told me that in his free time he likes to 






likes to play his drums and guitar in his basement. Thomas is one of the best cellists in 
the YS. His primary interests have always been centered around music. He has taught 
himself how to play several instruments besides the cello and plays them fairly well. As a 
performer, he displays a natural sense of musicianship.   
Thomas’ Composition: “For You” 
Thomas created a composition titled “For You,” set for string orchestra. As for 
the title, he said, “I just wrote a piece called ‘For You.’ No one really specific.” His 
compositional process was a little different from the others in the workshop. He seemed 
to perceive the composition with more sequence and patterns, as seen in minimalist 
compositions. He enjoys sitting at the piano and doodling around with chords and 
patterns; not necessarily creating a melody. His initial approach is presented below. 
 
Musical Example TF1. Piano Draft 
Thomas’ initial struggle was to realize this piano pattern for a string ensemble. As 







Musical Example TF2. Letter B for 4 Measures 
After completing this four-measure pattern, like a canon Thomas constructed the 
entire piece by repeating the pattern with different orchestrations and a melodic line that 
outlines the harmony. He then created the introduction to the piece by creating a simple 
single-line melody in C major with a solo cello, which is then passed to the viola with an 
effective counter melody occurring in the cello line. This writing resembles the beginning 
of a Bach fugue, where a fugue theme is echoed by a second voice and the original voice 
takes a counter melody. 
 
Musical Example TF3. Beginning to Measure 15 
Thomas then brings this opening section back after the completion of the middle 






Thomas’ process reminded me of many recent popular songs in which the 
repetition of a set of three consecutive chords creates a pattern that serves as the base of 
the composition. This practice goes back as far as the Baroque period and is a technique 
well known as a canon, the most famous of which is Pachelbel’s “Canon in D.” Thomas’ 
composition remains in the key of C without any sharps or flats used in the composition. 
Only the white keys of piano are required to play this composition. 
Thomas’ process seems to work well to create the motion and consistency in the 
composition as he displayed in his B section. The composition really takes off from there 
with much movement and excitement. However, it remains consistent once this 
momentum is built; rather, it repeats the same patterns over and over. His attempts to 
include differentiation are shown by changing where the eighth note pattern occurs within 
the orchestra. There is a need for change in the harmony to progress further within the 
composition. Transformations in the rhythmic elements are also needed.  
The opening and ending sections are interesting and well-crafted in the style of 
Baroque music. I do not believe Thomas was thinking about imitating Baroque fugues 
when composing this piece, but it does show a close resemblance. Unfortunately, his 
composition shows a lack of understanding formal 18th-century counterpoint writing 
techniques because it contains several harmonic errors in harmonic structure.  


















The final form of the composition is ABA, da capo aria form, which works well 
for this type of composition. This style brings a clear conclusion. In the final A section, 
Thomas added an extra eight measures to bring the piece to a clear conclusion with a 
built-in retardation in the tonic key of C. This is a display of very clever writing. 
 
Musical Example TF4. Letter E to End 
The composition incorporates a couple of Baroque musical composition 
techniques, while still maintaining a feel of more modern popular music. Thomas’ 
strength is finding a flow for the composition, and his weakness is lacking the ability to 
develop the ideas to work beyond a typical harmonic progression and therefore realize 
this idea into the written form of music. 
Thomas’s Process 
Initially, Thomas really got stuck with his four-measure piano pattern. During 
Workshop 4, he was able to orchestrate only 12 measures of this piece as a notated score. 
He said he could play the tune on the piano but was having difficulty notating it for 
others to read. However, knowing his ability in music, I knew it was a matter of spending 
more time transcribing his piano part into the notation. It was not until after the sixth 






his final composition on the day of the recital. He did not require much help from me, but 
rather needed to work on this own. It did appear that Thomas made a transformation 
during this experience. Thomas’ definition of a composition transformed from: 
     Musical composition for me is the free expression of the writer’s innermost 
feelings. All the frustration, pain, anger, sadness, happiness, and or other 




     For me a musical composition is a work from the heart, or something crafted 
from nature. It is an internal theme that defines who you are. 
 
Thomas always had a clear vision of what he wanted in this composition, but struggled to 
notate that vision using the musical notation software, which would allow others to play 
his music as intended. He described his struggle in the composition process as: 
     Probably figuring out the chording for a few of the faster passages. Then 
splitting the melody between the different instruments.  
 
Thomas often wrote music from playing it out on the piano and this project was 
no exception. He found the difficulty of translating the language of piano into the setting 
of a string orchestra especially challenging, because the string orchestra does not use a 
sustaining pedal. He said, “The piano gives him a feel for the tempo and direction, 
difficult to translate into the string instruments.” I believe Thomas was frustrated that he 
could not accomplish through notation on paper what he was imagining in his head. 
When I asked him what tools he needed to be more successful, his answer was “More 
music theory for sure.” However, he had a positive experience, as he stated: 
     Overall, it was extremely enjoyable and has helped me grow as a musician. 
Learning how different instruments fit together has been extremely beneficial.  
 
Although Thomas started this journey with the advantage of being one of the 






challenges when trying to notate his concepts on paper. Neither other performers nor a 
computer program were able to realize the music in the same way that Thomas heard it in 
his head.  
Composer 5: Chardy 
Composer Profile 
Age/Grade:      17 years old, Junior 
 
Primary Instrument:     Saxophone 
 
Number of years:    6 years  
Private Lessons:    None 
Skill Level Based on YS Audition:  7 out of 10 
      Tones  7 
      Intonation  6 
      Techniques 7 
 
Secondary Instruments:    None 
 
Chardy comes from the neighboring small town of Abilene, Kansas, which is well 
known as the boyhood home of President Eisenhower. She has experienced the typical 
small public school education and was involved in many activities. Seventeen years old, 
Chardy is a junior in high school and plays the saxophone in the YS program. She is one 
of the best players in her school. She is an active musician as a member of her school’s 
concert band, marching band, and jazz band, in which she plays baritone saxophone. She 
enjoys playing saxophone yet has not had any private lessons. Although she would not be 
considered as the most advanced player, she does play at an impressive level considering 
she has not taken any private lessons in her music education process. She is a great 







Chardy’s Composition: “Late Night Enchantment” 
Chardy titled her composition for a string orchestra “Late Night Enchantment.” 
As a saxophone player, it was a bit odd that she wanted to compose for a string orchestra. 
When I asked why, she said, “I play saxophone, and so I thought I would compose for the 
instruments I know nothing about, strings. I love the flowing sound of strings.” Chardy 
began working on her composition by writing her lines from the top line down, starting 
with the first violins and continuing until she completed the bass line. Her melody 
developed in the composition process. She had decided to write it in the first violin line 
but expanded on that by sharing the melody between the first and second violins. 
Measures 5-16 show this exchange of the melody, which is almost as if the two sections 
are having a conversation.  
Musical example CL1. Measures 5-13 
Chardy values the input and roles played by all sections of an ensemble. Her 
process of composition is a reflection of this value. When asked about her process and 
what she considered to be of highest importance, she said: 
     The most important element was probably the fact that I wanted all strings to 
have a special part and not just the first violins. So the fact that I gave every 








Chardy’s primary melody is set in the key of G minor, and overall her harmonies 
somewhat resemble that tonality selection. However, her choices for harmonies are not 
what one would generally expect. The harmonies in this composition are more reflective 
of what one would hear in modern jazz music. As the above analysis indicates, there is a 
frequent use of extended chords throughout the progression. Although the chords as 
analyzed on paper appear to be from advanced music theory, Chardy explained that 
coming up with these chords came very naturally for her. She reflected on her approach 
in the process of composing writing: 
     I feel the easiest part was getting my thoughts on paper. What I wanted to hear 
was easily put down on the computer.  
 
Chady created harmonic modulation in the final section, which was not an 
element seen in the works of any other student participating in the workshop. The tonality 
of the composition shifts from the initial G minor into the key of E-flat major through the 
effective use of the secondary dominant V7 of VI chord, thus creating the feeling of a lift 
in the composition. This was the most appropriate ending for this composition.  
 
Musical Example CL2. The Last 4 Measures 
Chady composed a piece that is more complex and more detailed than any other 
composition created by a student in this workshop. The piece is set in a strophic form, 






ending. The motif has a cohesive and unified feel, yet it shows a development throughout 
the composition. There is no lack of direction or purpose in this composition. Chardy 
successfully takes the listener on a well-thought-out journey from beginning to end.  
The harmonic qualities of this composition are not based on the typical 
progressions an average listener would expect to hear. Instead, Chardy chose to use 
harmonic progressions that work as a series of harmonic colors accompanying the 
divided melodic line that continues to switch between the first and second violins. This 
use of color qualities provided through these harmonic progressions add a level of depth 
and maturity to the sound of the composition. Although the tonality is not set through the 
use of traditional chord progressions, the listener is not challenged to hear a set tonality 
because of the effective way Chardy constructed her melody, which is very clearly set in 
the key of G minor. It is obvious that she composed the piece through a process of 
layering. She used the playback feature of the computer program to allow her ear to guide 
her in choosing the best sounds for each additional line after constructing the melody. 
Because of this strategy, each line has a specific role and its own interest or special 
quality that it brings to the overall effect. No instrument line was left to be a filler by 
default to complete an expected chord. Rather, each line has its own melody of sorts. 
Chardy’s background in jazz ensembles has greatly influenced her ear and developed her 
listening skills to be more advanced than that of someone without that experience and 
background. This was displayed in her decision to use extended chords to provide the 
harmonic support in her composition. 
It is clear that Chardy lacks formal training in music theory, but her ear has been 






more depth in colors and sound qualities. This composition can take the listener on a 
journey to a different musical world than one typically visits mainly because of the 
emotions conveyed through the use of these colors and tones. Chardy wrote the song with 
her feelings and ear as her guide, and we as listeners can partake in an experience that is 
more fulfilling than a typical listening experience. The form she used for her piece was a 
typical strophic form. The body of the piece is repeated to create the effect of a first and 
second verse as seen in typical vocal music. 
Figure 6. Overall form of “Late Night Enchantment” by Chardy 
Chardy’s Process 
Before starting the composition workshop, Chardy defined a composition as 
“When you put notes together to form a musical piece.” After her participation in the 
workshop, her definition evolved into “Something that shows expression thought written 
down on paper like a book, but musical.” It appears that she learned through the 
experience that her composition is constructed by layering notes and rhythms to create 
the desired effect. Her approach is almost that of a painter, beginning with a simple 
sketch of what is desired and adding layer upon layer until every detail is perfectly in 
place and thoroughly developed through depthful use of color and texture. The artist 
creates the effect with intentional brushstrokes using various media and textures to add 













articulations. In this way, an art form is created, and that is what Chardy showed in this 
composition. 
One of her struggles throughout the composition process was in writing music for 
instruments outside of her comfort zone and background experience—namely string 
instruments. As a saxophone player, the concept of a string instrument is foreign. The 
only time Chardy was even exposed to string instruments in a live venue was through her 
participation in the YS. Her school does not have a string program, and she never sought 
out lessons to study a string instrument, as she stated:  
     I loved composing my piece I loved the work with it and the aftermath. I 
would probably want to talk more with stringed players to get a better 
understanding of their instruments and I would probably redo it over and over 
until completely perfect.  
 
As a true artist, Chardy was never truly finished creating. Seeking perfection in 
every detail, she continued to explore and push herself by seeking knowledge of things 
previously outside of her realm. Through this desire, she learned details and available 
options through different bowings that are possible with string instruments, allowing her 
to add a variety of details in her composition that more accurately painted her song. 
Chardy was a relatively independent composer. She did not require much 
assistance from me as she completed her project. Through the use of the computer 
program, her own developed ear, and her personal taste, she was able to create her piece 
without much guidance. In her post-workshop interview, she reflected: 
     This experience I believe made me a better musician, because it gave me a 
better understanding of things. All I knew was my wind instrument and now 
stepping outside the box and taking on a challenge I knew nothing about pushed 








Composer 6: Allison 
Composer Profile 
Age/Grade:      18 years old, Senior 
 
Primary Instrument:     Clarinet 
 
Number of years:    8 years 
Private Lessons:    6 years 
Skill Level Based on YS Audition:  9 out of 10 
      Tones  9 
      Intonation  10 
      Techniques 10 
 
Secondary Instruments:    Alto Sax 
 
Allison is an 18-year-old senior in high school getting her education through a 
local public school. She is an exceptional clarinet player. She was selected as a member 
of either the Kansas All-State Honor Band or Orchestra each of the 3 years that she was 
eligible to audition. In Kansas, students are only allowed to participate in either the All-
State Band or the All-State Orchestra because they rehearse simultaneously. With so 
many students in the state auditioning for a seat as a clarinet player, it is a great honor to 
be selected at all, let alone for 3 years in a row. Allison is a self-driven individual who 
devotes many hours to practicing her instrument regularly. She clearly has a deep love of 
playing the instrument, and it has paid off significantly in her ability level and impressive 
technique. As a performer, she is consistent and dependable in her ability to play all of 
the right notes and rhythms just as written on the score. Her weakness is not in ability or 
technique. Instead, I believe Allison struggles the element of emotion in her 
performances. Everything is played technically and accurately from her brain to her 






Allison’s Composition: “Dreaming” 
Allison composed a piece she titled “Dreaming” after much struggling to choose a 
name for her composition. I did not get a title from her until the date of the recital. 
Allison chose to write her composition for concert band including only wind instruments. 
She was the only student participating in the composition workshop who chose not to 
include any string instruments in her instrumentation choices. She has played as a 
member of an orchestra for 6 years but expressed discomfort with composing for string 
instruments. The strings were outside of her realm of understanding and knowledge, and 
she did not want to tackle a completely new concept related to instruments in addition to 
the task of creating a composition. After completing the composition process, she was 
asked about what she viewed as the easiest part of the process. She replied, “Writing for 
woodwinds, especially clarinet!” However, she explained the concepts of writing music 
in the bass clef and having to transpose instrument lines were especially stressful.  
Allison started her composition process by creating a melody that would be 
introduced as a clarinet solo. She then added other instrument voices to create an 
accompaniment for the clarinet line. Allison was able to show off her knowledge and 
comfort with the clarinet, and how it worked and shone in the best light when she 
composed the solo melody. She incorporated the full range of the instrument by using a 
flowing melodic line set in the key of B flat major. She knows the clarinet inside and out 
and was therefore capable of creating a melody that was perfect for that instrument and 






Musical Example AB1. Clarinet Part Measures 1-8 
However, when it came to creating the accompaniment using other instruments, 
Allison’s comfort level was much lower. She struggled to compose any additional parts, 
and it took her weeks to develop other supporting lines to add to her melody. There was a 
point in the process of the composition when Allison was feeling completely lost and 
expressed interest in quitting the workshop. She later admitted the feelings she was 
dealing with at that time: “I need knowledge of all instruments. I felt I lacked a lot of 
musical knowledge.” When she was feeling frustrated in her efforts to develop an 
accompaniment, I encouraged her to simply figure out block chords she liked that would 
support her melody. The intention of my suggestion was to simplify the task. If she could 
determine which notes she wanted, she could spread them out to specific instruments 
later, but this would at least give her something to use for a reference. Knowing her 
rushing nature to complete works, I had hoped that the notated chords would provide her 
with the answer sheet she so desperately wanted. Her result was this draft: 
Musical Example AB2. Draft of Composition 
Allison did manage to complete her composition, although it came at the cost of 
many struggles and frustrations. In its final form, her composition was set up in a Rondo 






form helped her to create enough material to provide a decent length to her composition 
that felt complete as a genuine work rather than a practice assignment of sorts.  
Figure 7. Overall Form of “Dreaming” by Allison 
Allison’s lack of understanding of basic orchestration concepts shows. She 
created a beautiful clarinet line to serve as the melodic solo through the piece. However, 
the brass instruments are set in a way that covers up the color and texture provided by the 
clarinet solo. The flute part often has rhythmically moving material that is set in the same 
range as the clarinet solo, which distracts from and covers up the clarinet. Allison does 
not have the background knowledge of how to set the other instruments in supporting 
roles that provide foundation, interest, and depth to the overall effect of the piece without 
covering up her best element in her composition.  
















As seen in Musical Example AB3, the harmonic structure used is not 
conventional and is very uncharacteristic of what one would expect as an accompaniment 
to a very tonal clarinet melody. There is an inconsistency in Allison’s use of rhythmic 
elements in the accompaniment parts, which is further evidence of her struggles to create 
supporting lines. In short, she did not know what to do with the accompanying lines. The 
overall composition lacks a sense of focus and direction and needs to have more 
development to be a successful composition. However, that said, the weaknesses are all 
in the harmony parts. Her melody is a textbook example of a great melody that features 
an exceptional use of range for a clarinet, incredible phrasing building to a clear climax, 
and motivic consistency.  
Allison’s Process 
Allison was the only student participant who used a very similar definition of a 
composition prior to the workshop experience as well as after the workshop experience. 
Allison defined a composition as “The writing of music” prior to composing and 
modified her definition to “Writing a piece of music for someone to enjoy” after 
completing the experience. The process of composing was exceptionally challenging for 
Allison. She came from the experience of being the musician in every other musical 
endeavor in which she has participated and expected this situation to be no different. She 
was not only first chair in her section at her own school, but she was also first chair in the 
district honor band as well as first chair in the state honor groups. She was among the 
elite musicians, specifically, among the top clarinetists in the state. She was practically a 
musical superstar in her high school and community. Everyone she knew had grown to 






always the best musician. Performing came very naturally to Allison, and it was easy for 
her to be successful. This experience shifted that expectation significantly and she was 
not able to cope with success not coming easily. The difficulty of this process was an 
especially hard challenge for Allison to work through. As a perfectionist and naturally 
high achiever, Allison had been conditioned to expect she would always have the answers 
available to her. She was used to doing what the music specifically told her to do. She 
played it with the specific interpretations written on the page. In short, she was used to 
having a right way, a specific correct answer. This project completely tore her out of her 
comfort zone and removed the option of one correct answer. Her possibilities were 
endless and she had the freedom to explore any options she desired, but that freedom was 
too overwhelming for her. She needed a detailed map showing her where to go, or else 
she would become lost. She found the overall process to be both difficult and stressful. 
She often complained about not having enough knowledge to complete the task of 
composing. She did not feel comfortable with harmonization, counter melodies, 
transpositions, or different clefs. Her imagination was very limited by these discomforts. 
Even though music has always come easily for Allison as a performer and she is very 
aware of how quality compositions sound, she was too overwhelmed to create a piece in 
the same fashion as she was used to hearing and playing without specific instructions or 
options telling her exactly what to do.  
I believe that Allison did grow as a musician as well as an individual through her 
participation in this workshop. Through the struggles, she was able to develop an 
understanding of other instruments as well as the fundamentals of music theory. She also 






rather than giving up and developing an independence to make a project her own. 
Although the final piece was not the finished project she wanted it to be, it was all hers 
and it was completed. Considering there was a time when completion did not seem a 
guarantee, Allison did grow, both musically and personally.  
At the conclusion of this workshop, Allison reflected on the experience, 
describing it as “Stressful yet fun. It made me want to learn more instruments so I 
actually know what I’m doing!” Being in a challenging situation that forced her to realize 
she was not automatically the best and compelling her to push toward success without her 
accustomed ease helped Allison grow in unexpected way. Her final comment expressing 
an interest to know more shows that a spark was lit within her to pursue more 
exploration. She now has found an avenue to push herself to new levels of musicianship 
that she had not previously attempted in order to develop internal musical interpretations 
that remain personal to her own tastes but do not depend on receiving specific answers 
from outside sources.  
Composer 7: Jonathan 
Composer Profile 
Age/Grade:      15 years old, Freshman 
 
Primary Instrument:     Viola 
 
Number of years:    5 years  
Private Lessons:    4 years of private lessons 
Skill Level Based on YS Audition:  7 out of 10 
      Tones  7 
      Intonation  7 
      Techniques 6 
 






Jonathan, a 15-year-old high school freshman, plays viola in the Salina YS. He 
has studied viola privately for 4 years and is a fine player as an ensemble member. He is 
very young and loves to play soccer. He is very active as part of his school team as well 
as a club team he belongs to in the community. He is the oldest of three children in his 
family. He is sometimes a bit too busy and tends to spread himself too thin in order to do 
well in his activities. In addition to playing viola, he enjoys singing although he has never 
taken any formal lessons.  
Jonathan’s Composition: “The Struggle and Victory” 
Jonathan composed a piece titled “The Struggle and Victory,” which he 
orchestrated for strings, alto sax, and snare drum. His process for composing began with 
creating a viola line. As a violist, it is natural that would be the line with which he felt the 
most comfort to begin. He even decided to place it on the top of the staff instead of 
following traditional format guides. After composing a viola solo line, he attempted to 
add other instruments to play at the same time as the viola. He also tried to incorporate 
the viola’s theme into the lines of other instruments in the orchestra.  






Jonathan showed interest in rhythmic elements and explored the use of time 
changes to shift the beat. He included percussion instruments in his ensemble to play 
further with rhythms. As the Musical Example illustrates, he created a very active 
rhythmic line that does provide an aspect of interest. He even used three different meters 
over the course of his composition, including 4/4, 2/4, and 3/4. 
Musical Example JC2. Measures 12-22 
The overall structure of this piece is made up of six smaller sections. Each section 
represents a different emotion connected to Jonathan’s struggles, and he was able to 
showcase these differences by using a variety of solo instruments as representatives of 
these feelings.  
His composition is melodically driven, and the melody serves as the dominating 
factor of this piece. Jonathan does not show much evidence of harmonic considerations. 
A traditional harmonic analysis is next to impossible to find using any conventional 
analysis techniques. Jonathan openly admitted to his struggles with finding appropriate 
harmonies that would support the melodic lines he created. This struggle is easy to see 
when looking for some kind of chord progression or harmonic analysis of any kind. One 
of the musical notation elements that Jonathan had the most difficulty with was rhythm. 






instruments into his composition, he was not fluent enough with rhythmic notation to 
transcribe it in a way that would be easy to read from a performer’s viewpoint. He did not 
seem aware of how to use the natural rhythmic accent elements in his composition to 
show his overall intentions.  
 
Musical Example JC3. Measures 85-88 (Original) 
 
Musical Example JC4. Measures 85-88 (Revised) 
The two examples included above show Jonathan’s lack of knowledge about the 
notation aspect of rhythms. However, he does show a distinct creativity with his use of 
these rhythmic aspects that creates an energetic force to drive his composition forward 






classic textbook example of how one should orchestrate an ending if the composer’s 
desired outcome is to create a strong ending that builds on itself with help from the 
percussive elements, especially the snare drum. 
 
Musical Example JC6. Measure 89 to End 
“The Struggle and Victory,” as Jonathan named this composition, says it all. He 
did struggle overall through his process of composing this piece. The finished product 
lacks a sense of maturity and development, but he was able to create a finished 
composition and there is victory in that after all. A stronger background in music theory 
or musical notation would have helped Jonathan significantly in his efforts to compose 
the piece he envisioned.  
Jonathan’s Process 
Composing proved to be a challenging feat for Jonathan. It took him more time 
than it took other participants to grasp an understanding of how individual parts in an 
ensemble work together to create a piece that functions as a whole. In the early stages of 
the workshop, he would constantly be working to develop a single idea or concept and 
then rewrite it repeatedly because the idea would not settle in for him. He could compose 






melody to support the original melody. He further struggled in his attempts to create a 
harmony of any kind that worked as he wanted it to with the melodies he had created. In 
his post-workshop interview, he commented: 
     Whenever I had two instruments (or more) playing at once it was very hard to 
find notes that blended well. Counter melodies and figuring out how to make the 
notes easier to count were also difficult. (All of these things were equally 
challenging.) 
Before participating in this composition workshop, Jonathan defined a 
composition as “written art that translated into a song.” This definition evolved after the 
experience of the workshop, becoming “The compiling of sounds or musical notes into a 
song.” The transformation in this definition is symbolic of his struggles as he was 
challenged to create a composition of his own. In his post-workshop interview, Jonathan 
reflected on the composition process and experience as a whole, stating: 
     I did enjoy the process of composing music. Next time I would get more help 
on making countermelodies. Also, I would always keep in mind that the music 
sounds better when it is easy to read and play. 
 
Jonathan displayed awareness of the importance of notating music appropriately 
so that it will be easy for a performer to read and therefore perform. This did not come 
naturally to Jonathan, and although he evolved throughout the composition process, he 
still lacked clarity in the finished product. One of the musicians who performed his piece 
in the concert commented some of the parts were notated in a way that was challenging to 
read. Jonathan’s take-away from the overall experience was as follows: 
     I had a fun time coming up with melodies that sounded fun and interesting. It 
was enjoyable to create parts for the alto sax and snare drum because I enjoy 
listening to those instruments. I think they’re pretty cool. Counter melodies were 
difficult to come up with and I learned that small things, like accents and 
dynamics play a big role in the overall experience of the song. From the things 






other instruments so I can flow with them. Also, I found out that I need help with 
countermelodies in order to successfully create another piece. 
 
This activity was a positive learning experience for Jonathan. He is still not at a 
level of complete independence in terms of being able to notate music successfully—in 
particular, rhythmic aspects—without significant help from another source. However, 
through this experience, he created at least a base level for a foundation of knowledge to 
build on in future endeavors that will help him strengthen those skills and understandings. 
Jonathan is now capable of recognizing the different elements required or lacking and 
fairly evaluate and assess his own skillsets and abilities realistically. The first step in 
being improving on a product is the ability to find the weaknesses of said product. 
Through this experience, Jonathan now understands what to look for to determine those 
weaknesses and grow in his knowledge and understanding of music notation to 
strengthen those elements in future compositions.  
Composer 8: Michael 
Composer Profile 
 
Age/Grade:      16 years old, Junior 
Primary Instrument:     Percussion 
Number of years:    7 years  
Private Lessons:    5 years of private lessons 
Skill Level Based on YS Audition:  7 out of 10 
      Techniques 7 
      Mallets 8 
Secondary Instruments:    Piano 
  Private Lessons:    4 years 
 
Michael is 16 years old and a percussionist who has played in the YS program for 






flute in the YS program, but has been attending public school for last 2 years. Michael is 
a fine, well-rounded percussionist who can play both rudimental solos on snare drums as 
well as difficult mallet passages. He takes lessons to improve this skill and has made 
tremendous improvement as a musician in the last 4 years. Although Michael is a very 
quiet student, rarely talking during workshops, he always completed the tasks promptly 
and completely without much assistance from me.   
Michael’s Composition: “Galileo” 
Michael composed a piece he titled “Galileo.” He explained he chose that title 
because the piece sounded so peaceful and had a resemblance to “Starry Night.” The 
composition is written for a chamber orchestra with a set of strings, piano, and 
percussion. Michael was one of two composers who used the piano for his composition in 
this workshop. All sections are equally divided into evenly phrased sections with a clear 
sense of harmonic progression. 
Michael started with composing a melody, which has a strongly recognizable 
motif, consisting of a half note followed by four eighth notes, which is repeated three 
times before it descends with a syncopated, rhythmically diverse measure.  
 
Musical Example MG1. The First 4 Measures 
The entire composition is created using this motif, with the effect of a strong 
sense of unity as an overall composition. Michael then added the harmony, which uses a 






which is a standard four-measure pattern often seen in popular music or popular classical 
music genres that create familiar sounds like Pachelbel’s “Canon.” He then developed the 
melody further using this rotation of chords pattern.  
 
Musical Example MG2. Melody With Harmony Draft 
After completing the body of his composition, Michael added a short three-
measure section using just percussion instruments that are supported by the low string 
instruments. This creatively introduces the main motif to the listener, which sets the tone 
of the entire composition. 
 






After that, Michael created a dynamic introduction starting with a pounding open 
C chord in the piano and adding new instruments every two measures, all on a pedal C 
with a steady quarter note sequence. The climax of the introduction ends with a 
descending pattern in the low strings, which he successfully connected to the main theme 
using the suspended cymbal.  
The main body of the composition, starting at Measure 16, only uses four chords 
(I-vi-IV-V), which are repeated over and over until Measure 64. Even though the 
harmony repeats, Michael creates small changes in his progressions to effect subtle 
changes in accompaniment patterns as well as the melody to grow the intensity through 
the notes, rhythms, and dynamics of the composition, working to keep the interest of the 
listener. For example, in Measure 32, he added extra quarter notes on the fourth beat in 
the bass part. This is a simple change in pattern from the previous measure, but it creates 
a strong sense of forward motion in the overall composition. 
 






The piece reaches its climax at Measure 40; then Michael uses an interesting 
technique to finish the composition—the application of the Arch Form. He basically 
repeats the sections he used to reach the climax of the composition with an extension in 
which he incorporates the diminution of the main theme to calm down the feel of the 
composition. His overall form for the composition is: 
Figure 8. Overall formal structure of “Galileo” by Michael 
The composition is very well written in terms of formal structure. Although it 
does not modulate with a very simple harmonic structure, Michael successfully creates 
the drama through creative orchestrations with a clever use of ranges and rhythms. The 
composition has a unified idea from the beginning to the end, which transforms as the 
piece progresses. As it returns, it transforms back to the original form for its ending.  
Michael’s Process 
Michael was a keyboard-based composer. He said: 
     I originally wrote my composition as a piano piece. People seemed to like it 
when I played it, so I thought it would sound good as an orchestra piece. I used 
the original piece as the melody, then I added several supporting parts with 
various instruments. 
 
Because he composed the entire work using the piano, the composition has a strong sense 
of unity and structure as a piece.  
One of Michael’s struggles was notating his music on paper, especially when 

























my piano. I play it every day, but I rarely ever play written music. I just make up piano 
pieces and learn song by ear.” He has composed frequently on his own using piano; 
however, he had never notated his compositions in the written form. He mentioned to me 
that it took some time for him to notate his piano part as part of the musical score, but 
after he transcribed his music, the composition process became much easier. Michael said 
in his exit interview: 
     I probably need more patience. It is hard for me to sit for a while and sort out 
what I want to compose. Most of the time it is easier for me to use a piano to 
compose than pen and paper. 
 
One of the questions Michael asked me was how to create a piano effect. He 
wanted the same kind of effect for his piece for the large ensemble that he could create on 
a piano only by simply using pedaling technique. I suggested trying to sustain the root of 
chords on the bass part while writing arpeggio parts for the upper voices.  
Michael knew he was writing something much simpler than what he envisioned 
initially. In his mind, he was hearing something much more complex and wanted to 
compose that complex vision, including more notes and rhythms, but for his final project 
he chose to go with simplicity. He said, “The most important element [to his 
composition] was probably just the simplicity of the composition.” He told me that he 
actually tried to add more things to his composition but felt it ended in disaster each time. 
He understood that he needs more music theory background to understand the chords and 
harmonies and how they function. Michael summarized his experience as follows: 
     Yes, I really enjoyed it! My next piece will try to be more exciting and fast 
paced. It will basically be the opposite of my previous piece. I believe this 
experience thoroughly improved my skills as a composer, and a musician. Now, 
when I play music, I think well past the notes on the paper. This helps me 








This chapter analyzed each student’s composition in detail to answer the 
characteristics, patterns, and influences of students’ composing for the large ensemble. 
By looking at the end product of this research project, I discovered that student 
background has some influence on their compositional processes and elements. I also 
discovered that students have natural instincts to discover their music as well as notation 
techniques from the background they have had as instrumentalists. Overall, students 














The quest to be a composer was a very exciting opportunity for these young 
musicians in the Youth Symphony program. Demonstrating initial interest, over 20 
students wanted to sign up and asked for more information. Due to time commitments, 
only 10 students followed through, with eight of those students ultimately completing a 
performance-ready composition at the end of the seven workshops. From the beginning, 
all students had an image of what they wanted to compose throughout this process of 
workshops, based on their unique musical experiences, whether these experiences came 
from school-related ensembles or the Youth Symphony. 
This research began to answer these questions.  
1. What processes and approaches enabled these secondary instrumental students 
to compose for a large ensemble? How were discoveries made? How much 
previous musical knowledge or knowledge of music theory was necessary? 
How did their background as performers influence what was created? What 
was required from the teacher/facilitator? 
2. What are the characteristics of the completed compositions composed by these 






3. What impact did this experience have on the student composers who 
participated in this activity? 
To answer these questions, I first compare the analysis of the students’ compositions to 
discover any theoretical similarities and patterns of how these students composed their 
pieces. Then, I discuss the students’ choices and common patterns as they completed the 
final compositions. Finally, I consider the effect and influence that this project as a 
creation process had on the students as individual musicians and people. Ultimately, I 
discover the impact this experience had on the student composers who participated in this 
activity. 
Characteristics of Student Compositions 
In previous chapters, I provided an illustration of each student’s commotional 
process and product, emphasizing the theoretical dimension of their final work. In 
discussing these compositions, I begin by comparing the basic elements of music such as 
melody, harmony, rhythm, and form. Since this project involved creating music for a 
large ensemble, I also consider the orchestrations and overall form. 
Melody 
All of the student composers found that writing a melody was the easiest part of 
their compositional process, and it often became the driving force for the final 
composition. The majority of the students began their compositions by composing the 
melody using their primary instruments as their primary tool and often as the featured 
instrument, with the exception of Thomas and Michael who used the piano as the primary 






unique melody of his or her own. All composers created a sense of tonal center, even in 
cases where the pieces were not in a typical major or minor key.  
For all but two of the composers, the melody drove the basis of their 
compositions. Thomas and Michael, the exceptions, composed based on a harmonic part 
using a piano. The majority of students wrote new sections in a way that introduced them 
with new melodies. Composers Caroline, Abigail, and Allison were able to come up with 
melodies consisting of melodic motifs—often seen in classical compositions—which 
offered the potential for further development of compositional unity. In fact, Abigail 
successfully developed the motif from the main melody to be a focus point throughout 
her entire composition. Also, the students’ melodies incorporated a much wider range of 
intervals, utilizing the full range of their instruments. I believe that their advanced 
playing abilities on their primary instrument had a direct influence on their ability to 
write advanced unifying melodies. I also believe that the students’ instrumental 
backgrounds directly influenced the type of melody they composed. Allison, Caroline, 
and Abigail, who play instruments that regularly receive the melodic line in an ensemble 
setting (violin and clarinet), had a tendency to write more well-balanced melodies, while 
students who often play more harmonically supportive instruments for an ensemble (bass, 
viola, and alto sax) composed more melodies that were disjunct, although often pleasant. 
Thomas and Michael showed interesting approaches in their processes of creating 
melodies for their compositions. Unlike the others, Michael and Thomas created a chord 
progression of four measures that repeated over and over, while the melody was adjusted 
a little differently, with each repetition successfully added over the top of these 






unified through the use of the repeating chord progression. This technique is commonly 
seen in today’s popular music and is known as rotational chords. I believe that the 
students’ strong interest in popular music by playing the piano and guitar on their own 
also influenced them to write in this style.  
All students were able to compose their melody in a specific tonality without 
modulations, often with a good sense of balance in terms of phrasing. I believe this 
ability to write a balanced tonal melody was due to the very heavy influence of today’s 
popular music. The majority wrote in major or minor keys with even phrasing. The 
development of melodic motif was somewhat lacking in many of the compositions. 
However, Michael and Abigail were able to use a motif and effectively develop it. The 
other compositions included several new ideas that were presented in the piece without 
much transformation of the primary idea before moving on to the next idea.  
Harmony 
Harmony was one of the most challenging aspects for all of the composers. Each 
of them struggled to come up with a soothing and functional harmony with which each 
was satisfied. In many cases, there was a significant deficiency in the students’ ability to 
incorporate a complete harmony in terms of tonal music as well as a lack of appropriate 
harmonic progressions to make the composition move forward horizontally. In the end, 
each student managed to find his or her own language to complete the compositions and 
made some interesting discoveries. Just as Mozart had his own color in his harmonic 
writing, each student’s harmonic colors and languages were uniquely his or her own.  
One unanimously common factor regarding harmony was that all compositions 






key or a mode. The idea of a consistent key remains a strong element for all of the 
composers. Two composers who had a band background chose the key of B flat or  
g minor for their compositions, which is the most familiar key in the band classroom and 
the first scale traditionally taught to band instrumentalists. All composers with a string 
instrument as their primary instrument, except for Abigail, chose to compose in the key 
of G or in a tonality that used no sharps or flats: C major, a minor, or D Dorian. Students 
chose to remain in their family keys for the string instruments. Abigail was the exception 
as she chose g minor, which includes two flats in the key and is not a primary key for a 
string instrument. As they started their compositions, all students remained faithful to 
their key and rarely used any accidentals within their composition, which would have 
deviated to another totality. Further, none of them really modulated to another key.   
The students used two basic approaches in how they composed their harmonies. 
Four of them used the keyboard or piano and four others did not. Four composers—
Michael, Thomas, Caroline, and Abigail—had enough background in playing the 
keyboard to use those skills and facilitate the keyboard exclusively to write the 
harmonies. The other four—Allison, Jonathan, Cayden, and Chardy—did not have a 
foundation in piano proficiency to use the piano effectively to help them as they 
developed their compositions. Between these two groups, there were clear and 
significantly different stylistic qualities between their compositions, including their 
harmonic structures and overall progressions. For example, students with a piano 
background often used more complete chords than students without.  
The four composers who had a piano background mostly developed the 






composition through the use of the grand staff alone and then developed that condensed 
score into the orchestration of their choice. From my personal experience as a 
composition student, I know this method is very frequently used among trained classical 
composers and is a common method for composing music. This method often allows 
clear harmonic movements as well as voicings in all of my compositions.  
The common traits displayed by these composers in terms of their harmonic 
writings included how they all created somewhat traditional diatonic harmonic 
progressions that are often used in early classical music as well as in today’s popular 
music. These compositions display clear cadence points consisting of authentic and half 
cadences, which define the composition’s tonality as well as phrase structures. These 
compositions show evenly balanced phrases with a clear antecedent and consequence, as 
observed especially in Caroline’s and Abigail’s compositions. 
Four other students who did not have a piano background displayed more 
frustration in composing the harmony, and their approaches were uniquely different from 
each other. Three composers—Allison, Cayden, and Jonathan—composed their melody 
using the primary instrument first, then put that melody into the Finale software program 
and began composing other parts one line at a time. In all cases, while the melody 
continued to have diatonic natures or features of the Dorian mode, the harmony in 
Cayden’s piece became somewhat inconsistent from measure to measure, with 
incomplete chords and unexpected dissonances. Since their melodies were diatonic, their 







Charday was different from others in finding her harmony. She did not have a 
piano background, but she had a great ear. She spent many hours at the computer 
listening to the playback and entering one note after the other until she was happy with 
her harmony. Her background in jazz ensemble greatly influenced her ear and she was 
able to write jazz harmony with her instinct. She may not have “known” theory, but her 
ears knew theory. In other words, she did not have to wait for theory classes to 
understand and use the sophisticated concepts of jazz harmony, as long as the playback 
technology allowed her ear to direct her.  
The concept of harmony was much more challenging for all the student 
composers, but especially for those without a background in studying piano. Students 
who had adequate keyboard skills to use the piano found the harmony more naturally, 
with traditional harmonic progressions typical of western classical music. As a composer 
and music theorist, I believe that harmony needs to be conceived vertically in order to 
achieve more traditional harmonies, and this is achieved by building chords. Without a 
theory background, students without keyboard skills struggled to find the harmonies they 
wanted as they attempted to compose one instrumental line at a time, not putting thought 
into the building of chords. Only one student was able to write harmony just by ear. 
Rhythm 
Writing simple rhythmic figures was relatively easy for the students without 
exception. The majority of the compositions written during this workshop consisted 
primarily of whole notes, half notes, quarter notes, and eighth notes. One of the most 
common pieces of advice I gave to students was how to use rhythm to create a sense of 






instead of using a long note, the use of repeated notes with rhythmic drive created a sense 
of excitement for their composition. One of the most common errors that the students 
committed was in the notation of rhythms. They struggled with how to notate rhythms in 
a clear fashion for the performer’s viewpoint as we approached the publishing stage of 
composition; a few examples of this were presented and discussed in Chapter V. 
Orchestration 
One of the biggest challenges, and perhaps the greatest obstacle in some cases, 
was the element of orchestration and composing for instruments that were not familiar to 
the students. In terms of technique, they had no experience as players of those 
instruments. Although students were comfortable composing for their primary 
instruments because they often used them to write their melodies, it was not the case 
when they had to write for other instruments. From their experiences of playing in school 
ensembles and the Youth Symphony, students knew how each instrument sounded to 
their ears, but they still struggled to understand the ranges, playability, and transpositions 
of instruments outside their primary instruments.  
Three composers—Caroline, Allison, and Jonathan—who used transposing 
instruments in their ensembles often asked me how transposed instruments work. These 
were confusing concepts for them, and I believe they never fully came to understand the 
concept even by the end of the workshop. Also, although each student understood the 
concept of range for instruments, several of them, even in the finished version of their 
compositions, had created parts beyond the range available for some instruments.  
It is interesting to observe that even though students had a choice in the kind of 






not string players, chose to compose for a traditional string orchestra or a variation of the 
string ensemble. Only Allison chose to write for a band. I believe this factor stemmed 
from their participation in the Youth Symphony. These students were interested in the 
sounds of the symphony orchestra instead of the winds-only set-up found in the 
traditional concert band.  
Form 
Creating the story was a strength for all composers. Each had a story to share, and 
each knew how they wanted to share that story. In this research, everyone incorporated 
the story and drama into their compositions because they felt that music held the ability 
and power to tell a story without the use of text. The titles of the compositions often 
described the visions and ideas the students held for their composition. Form, the 
structure of composition, came in a variety of formats from the various students involved 
in this research. A common factor among all students was the overall sense of musical 
completeness—a clear sense of beginning through the use of an introduction, a main 
body, and an ending.  
Two composers, Michael and Abigail, successfully transformed a single motif to 
create a rather unified composition. Abigail was able to use the motivic transformation in 
several different forms, and Michael incorporated an arch form, using only a single 
motive to create the drama. Even though these two composers did not have formal 
training in music theory, their compositions resembled the influence of the classical 
tradition. Two composers, Chardy and Allison, incorporated strophic form or the 
traditional song form of a verse and chorus pattern. In this form, the composition is 






primary melody is repeated as in a song verse. Caroline and Cayden incorporated 
movement-like forms, with a clear distinction of each section A-B-C. Most interesting, 
both composers brought back ideas from previous sections, combining them at the end to 
create a unified ending and using the technique called “Cyclic form.” Thomas 
incorporated a typical da capo aria, or ABA, form to his composition.  
Although a variety of thematic development skills was incorporated among these 
composers, there was also awareness of musical themes and how they related to the 
musical composition. All composers incorporated the use of some form from classical 
music tradition.  
Summary of Characteristics of Student Compositions 
A few previous studies have concluded that students’ lack of knowledge of music 
theory hinders or discourages them from composing with standard notation (Freedman, 
2013; Hickey, 2012; Menard, 2015; Ruthmann, 2007). These researchers suggested that 
often alternative notations or technology-based composition are preferred methods of 
incorporating composition into the classroom. However, in this research, although the 
student composers experienced some struggles, they were successful in composing a 
composition that often used standard notations with some music theory techniques. These 
compositions were not complex yet had many elements found in the standard classical 
music or educational music they played in their schools. As Green (2005) suggested in 
her theory of informal learning, it is also my belief that students acquire these skills 
informally by simply performing this music as they play in performance-based 






imagination into notated music that others can recreate. Some of key findings in this 
regard are as follows: 
• For the majority of students, the melody was the driving force for their 
composition. The type of primary instruments and their ability had some 
effect on the quality of the melodies composed. 
• Harmony was the most challenging element for all student composers; 
however, those with a piano background had an easier time finding standard 
harmonies than those without.  
• Everyone had a tonal center and did not modulate to another key. 
• Orchestration, especially discovering instruments other than their primary 
instrument, was challenging. Transpositions and learning other clefs were 
challenging for all. However, the use of technology enabled the students to 
overcome these challenges.  
• As their titles suggest, the students were able to find the story within their 
music. In many cases, the story in their mind motivated the music they 
composed. The students naturally found a formal form in their compositions 
without too much struggle.  
Student Process and Approaches to Composing Music 
One of my discoveries through this research was the presence of many similarities 
between the process of writing academic papers and the process of composing music. The 
Seven-Workshop process for composers was developed as a part of this dissertation 






music shared similarities, as indicated in previous research (Easton et al., 2005; 
Ruthmann 2007; Shewan, 2002). I was convinced of these similarities and found them to 
be rather evident as I observed these students compose music for this study. As a college 
professor, I have witnessed a certain behavioral pattern in students as they write term 
papers. Some students always write promptly in advance or on time, have ample 
opportunity to revise and polish the paper for content and mechanics, and are good at 
organizing their thoughts and motivating themselves. Then, other students usually 
procrastinate, only to burn the midnight oil to write their paper. I also witnessed many of 
these choices during this research project. As Menard (2015) stated in her research, 
“Many students shared concerns about needing more time to think about the 
compositional process and more time to complete the assignments and indicated that 
deadlines were often a creative block” (p. 126). However, given the deadline, especially 
the final recital date, students were prompted and encouraged to complete the project. As 
Kennedy (2002) indicated, one of four issues related to time is particularly important in 
the compositional process: composition students have a tendency to procrastinate.  
Also, in this research, there was variation among students from different 
backgrounds and habits in the time they spent on their projects. Some students worked 
many hours, some fewer hours, and some worked primarily at the very last minute. The 
process of revising and revisions was not even a consideration for composers like 
Thomas, Jonathan, and Cayden, who turned in their composition at the last minute—a 
pattern remarkably similar to students writing academic papers. This also echoed 
Kennedy’s (2002) finding that students work quickly and complete their pieces without 






Caroline, and Chardy were able to work through a few revisions before the final 
composition was due and completed rather complex, well-crafted and notated 
compositions for large groups. Ultimately, a student’s work ethic and study pattern may 
have effects on this topic, just as in the case of writing an academic paper.  
Some students asked many questions, some asked relatively few, and some asked 
no questions at all. I found that being given or having enough time to compose was 
perhaps one of the most critical factors for whether students completed their 
compositions. Although interactions were encouraged among student composers, all of 
them chose to work alone. During individual work time allotted during the workshop, the 
computer lab was often silent, with no human interaction, even though it could have been 
an opportunity for collaboration or peer review and discussion. The only sound in the 
room was often that of the musical playback of compositions by the notation software or 
the clicking of the mouse or keys. The vast proportion of work for each composition was 
done at home during the students’ own chosen time on their own computers. Two 
students were unable to complete their compositions within the timeframe that allowed 
them to be included in the recital. They were about two weeks behind having a complete 
performance-ready composition. Further, some students, although included in the recital, 
could have used a little more time to polish the details of their published composition. 
However, overall, I believe that the structure of this workshop process was a critical 
factor for helping many students complete a composition within the given timeframe.  
This study started with the assumption, based on the pilot study and other studies 
(Freedman, 2013; Kennedy, 2002; Strand, 2006), that the advanced notation software 






music successfully. This study reinforced this assumption in several ways. As anticipated, 
the technology—mainly the use of the notation software—was an essential part of the 
students’ success in this research. As indicated in an earlier chapter, we were composing 
for a traditional large ensemble, and so it was necessary for us to use the notation 
software. As Ruthmann (2007) said, “Many current approaches to composing with 
technology requires teachers to spend considerable time showing students how to use the 
software and hardware” (p. 38). However, this was not true for this study. After a basic 
lesson on how to use the Finale during Workshop 1, all students figured out the basic use 
of the software and did not require much detailed instruction from me. They asked 
several questions on how to do certain tasks on the software, but I spent only a brief time 
explaining the technology. This finding echoed Stauffer (2002), who noted that students 
in the third year of her program were introduced to notation programs and, with little 
technical instruction, were able to solve most notation problems on their own and 
successfully notate their compositions. All students in this study had a certain level of 
music literacy by playing in school band or orchestra programs, and they were able to 
transfer their music reading skills into the notation software.  
Koops (2013) in his article on composing in instrumental classrooms said, “Music 
notation is usually regarded as a key component in the composition process, but students 
often struggle in their attempts to write down music and many teachers view  
the problems of notation as a deterrent to including composing in their curriculum”  
(pp. 151-152). As I indicated in the theoretical summary earlier in this chapter, one of the 
struggles for the student composers was notating their musical ideas into the musical 






struggle was especially true when it came to writing the correct rhythms. However, when 
they used the notation software, students overcame their obstacle. As Dammer (2013) 
indicated, the notation software simplified the notation process by providing multiple 
modes of note entries as well as visual structures and organization for students to work on 
multiple parts. One of the tools students used frequently was the playback feature of the 
software, and this was a critical tool for these young composers. This feature allowed 
students to receive immediate aural feedback on anything they wrote. They were able to 
hear the excerpts and return to them as many times as needed to correct the rhythm 
notated and match their intended notation. For composers without strong keyboard skills, 
this playback feature was essential for their ability to hear all of the parts they had created 
simultaneously; thus, this was one of the most critical tools for hearing their harmonies. 
This finding similarly echoed the findings of a few previous studies (Dammer, 2013; 
Freedman, 2013; Kennedy, 2002).  
Caroline, Allison, and Jonathan, who used transposing instruments in their scores, 
found that the software feature enabling them to write parts in concert pitch was also 
extremely beneficial as a tool while they composed. Even though I tried to explain to 
each of them the concept of transposition, it proved very difficult without basic music 
theory knowledge and they found it almost impossible to understand how instruments 
transpose and how to notate their parts correctly to sound in the desired concert key with 
such a short timeframe to complete the composition.  
Given the structures needed for the students to complete the compositions, the 
notation software was a necessary tool. The final step of the workshop involved 






parts necessary for the performance. Given the timeframe, it was impossible for a student 
to extract each of the instrumental parts written by hand to create a clean copy for all 
players and a conductor. The notation software allowed the performance copies to be a 
realistic expectation, given the tight timeframe and environment.  
My Role as Facilitator/Teacher 
As a facilitator and teacher in this research, I found myself in a unique position. 
Some students required more attention or assistance than others in completing the project; 
however, the most assistance I provided by far was to teach the technical uses of the 
notation software. Students needed help knowing how to navigate in a program that was 
new to them and they needed a guide to point out features that could assist them in 
achieving their overall goals. As advanced musicians, most of the students knew basic 
musical notations, such as dynamics, tempo markings, and basic notes and rhythms. 
Other frequently asked questions centered on factors of the non-primary instruments for 
the students and the transpositions, clefs used, ranges, and characteristics that went along 
with those instruments.  
This research found that for high school students with an instrumental background 
were capable of creating a well-crafted composition for a large ensemble setting such as a 
band or orchestra. However, it was critical that I present the structures as a facilitator of 
the workshops. Aligned with Bolden’s (2009) statement, “Assignment design is key to 
the successful engagement of students in classroom composition” (p. 148), the workshop 
process provided a structure for the students to complete the given task each week and, 






critical for them to have structure, assignments, and deadlines to complete their 
compositions.  
Stauffer (2002) included a “non-intervention protocol” (p. 303) to explore what 
children do naturally, finding that students bring many musical ideas to composition 
without having to be provided with technical instruction. I also remained neutral to 
discover students’ capability to compose. I refrained from providing theoretical music 
knowledge for their compositions, instead asking them to discover their own language 
and using their experiences of playing in ensembles. Without the in-depth knowledge of 
music theory, all of them experienced varied degrees of frustration in creating the 
composition they heard in their heads. However, the discovery process taught them to be 
more creative and stimulated their desire to learn more information about the process of 
composing music. As Kaschub and Smith (2009) stated, “Children recognize sound and 
silence, feel how music moves and rests, are assured by familiarity, and are invigorated 
by novelty and change. They have experienced all of these things as auditory correlates 
of their physical selves: they are our human points of reference” (p. 18). Thus, the 
discovery of their music overcame their struggles and brought much enjoyment. Given 
the appropriate tools (software), structure (workshops), and guidance (teacher), band and 
orchestra students are capable of discovering answers to questions about composing 
music for a large ensemble—the group in which many of them already participated at 
school.  
Impact on Student Composers 
The compositional process has a positive influence on student learning (Allsup, 






Stringham, 2013; Strand, 2006; Webster, 2016), and the process carried out in this study 
was no exception. For the students involved in the research, this was the first time they 
formally composed music into formally notated music software. They described their 
positive experiences with such words as “fun,” “love,” and “enjoy.” Of the eight students 
who completed their compositions, all eight made overall positive comments about their 
experience. The majority said they enjoyed learning other instruments while at the same 
time also feeling they needed more knowledge of those other instruments to compose on 
paper at the level they were imagining in their minds. Five students commented that this 
experience made them much more aware of other instruments in ensembles when they 
were performing and made them a better musicians and ensemble members overall. This 
significant discovery requires further study to examine which composition activities 
including non-primary instruments can affect performance in an ensemble. When asked if 
they had plans for future compositional activities, all of them responded positively with 
“Yes” and some even had specific plans. As is the case with many artistic skills, more 
experience will enable the students to compose at a higher level and with greater 
efficiency in the process.  
Recommendations for Future Research 
As many researchers have indicated, it is difficult to incorporate composition into 
the current climate of music education in secondary music classrooms (Deemer, 2016; 
Hickey, 2012; Hogenes et al., 2016; Kaschub & Smith, 2013; Kennedy, 2001; Menard, 
2015; Randles & Stringham, 2013; Schopp, 2006). I hope this research has shown one 






ensemble classroom, or perhaps extend it. Often the music ensemble classroom provides 
a community in and of itself within a school (Randles & Stringham, 2013). Perhaps some 
students work after school in the band room to make compositions for their own concert 
band to perform.  
As I address recommendations for future research, I would like to point out a few 
key findings from this research that can lead to future studies and investigations. First, 
with help of a modern notation software, students can discover ways to compose a 
composition for a large ensemble. This study was done in a rather controlled setting 
where the researcher was both a teacher and a facilitator of workshops. It would be 
interesting to see how one can incorporate this research model into an actual instrumental 
classroom setting with different music teachers who may not have as much background 
as I did and under the same or similar guidelines and technological set-up. 
The study also found that students’ musical backgrounds had some influence on 
their composition. This topic is another area warranting further research. The present 
study found that students with a keyboard background had an easier time finding 
harmony than those without. How could keyboard skills influence the writing of a 
composition in more specific ways? For example, Allison, an advanced clarinet player, 
was able to create a beautiful melody for the clarinet but could not find harmony to 
support her melody. What about other instruments such as guitars, bass, and drums? It 
would be interesting to see the level of informal learning compared to their specific 
instrumental backgrounds and how these students perceive the compositional process.  
Finally, even though I encouraged students to talk to each other during 






the ultimate goal. One struggle for all students was understanding other instruments, 
including clef and transpositions. An interesting future study could involve observing the 
cooperative compositional process of a large ensemble, incorporating students with 
different primary instruments. For example, the research may pair a woodwind player, a 
brass player, and a percussionist to compose a group composition for the band, and then 
compare it to works by a group of only woodwind players. How would they learn from 
each other in the community? 
Conclusion 
As members of a large instrumental program, students know how band and 
orchestra compositions sound. Also, as trained musicians, they can imagine their own 
music in their mind. Given an appropriate environment and tools, high school 
instrumental musicians can compose successfully for a large ensemble such as orchestra 
or band. Although these students had limited background in music theory, they were able 
to discover ways to create their desired effect by exploring and navigating sounds using 
the notation software, their primary instrument, and secondary instruments such as a 
piano. As the facilitator, it was important for me to create a structure through the 
Composers’ Workshop process, give students a timeline to compose, provide tools such 
as the notation software, and establish an environment in which they could freely express 
their ideas. As a teacher of composition, it was necessary for me to troubleshoot their 
questions and frustrations to help them turn their imagination into reality and guide them 






The quality and outcome of the compositions varied according to the students’ 
backgrounds in music, keyboard skills, and types of ensembles they have experienced. 
But their happiness in hearing their composition did not. As my general observation, all 
students knew how to create musical drama through the overall forms and structures of 
their compositions. All compositions had a clear beginning, body, and ending, often using 
a common theme or bringing back original themes. Some students could create 
compositions with advanced thematic development and successful use of counterpoint. 
The students’ primary struggles were in finding the appropriate harmonic languages that 
they imagined in their mind and translating them into notated music, as well as 
understanding techniques of notation for instruments other than their own primary 
instrument.  
This research opportunity gave all students a positive musical experience. By 
composing music for a large ensemble, they learned how each individual instrumental 
part in an ensemble interacts with the other to create a complete product. They found a 
creative (not re-creative) opportunity to grow as comprehensive musicians. The 
experience fostered their curiosity for other instruments in the ensemble and nurtured 
their desire to learn more about them. All students indicated that they wanted to compose 
more music in the future. This research clearly showed that students can compose music 
for their band or orchestra ensemble with minimal meeting time and instruction from the 
teacher because they are capable of discovering ways to compose by drawing from their 
experiences as members of a large ensemble. Perhaps this curriculum is one way to 







I still believe that everyone is composer—even more so today. As I was inspired 
by Dr. Mahr to compose music for the St. Olaf Band, it is my hope that this process has 
also inspired and opened unlimited possibilities for students to compose music for the 
large ensemble, especially for the one in which they participate in their school. 
Throughout the process, students struggled to compose their music into standard notation 
so others could recreate it in live performance. This feeling remains the same even for me 
as I still struggle to realize my music into notation. But it is the greatest feeling to 
complete a composition and hear it played for the first time at a concert hall. I will never 
forget the exciting moment when these student composers smiled proudly as they 
presented their original pieces to family and friends for the first time at the recital. I will 
never forget the sound of appreciative applause for all these students’ struggles turned 
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Informed Consent Letters 
 
Parent/Guardian Informed Consent Letter 
Dear Parents and/or Guardians: 
For the last several years, I have been working toward my doctorate degree in music 
education at the Teachers College, Columbia University. As one of the final steps toward 
this degree, I am conducting research on the musical composition process of high school 
students. As a composer, I am curious how high school students discover how to 
compose notated music for band and orchestra without any formal training in music 
theory. Also, with several years of experience playing in instrumental ensembles, how 
does a high school student perceive the process of musical composition?  
Participation in this research is voluntary. Students will participate in weekly workshops 
for musical composition under my supervision at Kansas Wesleyan University 
immediately after the youth symphony rehearsal on Saturdays. The research will require 
interviews, audio recordings, observations, and musical compositions to document your 
child’s experience. The data collected serve the basis for my dissertation research. Each 
student should complete a composition for either high school band or orchestra, which 
will be performed in a special concert during spring semester. All information will be 
kept completely confidential in accordance with the policies of the Institutional Review 
Board of Teachers College, Columbia University.   
I look forward to this opportunity to work with your students. My hope is that students 
will have a positive learning experience in musical composition. I have attached a 
detailed description of this study and a participant’s rights document that requires your 
signature.  Please have your student return the form at the first meeting. Feel free to 




Music Director / Conductor – Salina Symphony 







Description of the Research 
Your student is invited to participate in a research study that will look at the processes of 
musical composition for a large ensemble by high school students. This study requires 
students to attend weekly composition workshops supervised by the researcher, Ken 
Hakoda, to complete a composition for a large ensemble. The researcher will be 
gathering information from two formal interviews, observations of each workshop and 
the actual compositions. Students are asked to submit a draft of their composition weekly.  
All workshops, as well as two formal interviews, will be recorded for the researcher to 
transcribe the conversations and dialogue that occurs during each session. A final recital 
will be recorded to evaluate the student compositions. All recorded material will remain 
in the sole possession of the researcher and will only be used for research purposes. 
Paper, as well as computer files, of student compositions will be collected for research. 
The workshops will be held in the Fine Arts Computer Lab at Kansas Wesleyan 
University, 100 E. Claflin, Salina, KS. 
 
Risks and Benefits 
Students could potentially not understand questions or comments from other participants 
in the study and feel vulnerable as a result of comments, or questions from other 
participants. The likelihood of these risks occurring is minimal; as this is the same 
amount of risk students and teachers encounter during regular classroom activities. Also, 
students may have difficulty completing the composition due to inadequate skills or 
knowledge. The researcher will try to provide any necessary guidance for each 
participant to complete the composition. There are no direct benefits for participants for 
participating in this research. Also, students have the right to withdraw from this research 
study at any time. 
 
Payment 
Participants in this study will not be compensated in any way for participation in this 
study. 
 
Data Storage and Confidentiality 
All information will remain in the sole possession of the researcher and will only be used 
for the purpose of this study. No data, at any time, will be disseminated to outside 
sources. All data will remain in a locked cabinet in the researcher’s office. All 
workshops, performances and interviews will be recorded as audio files, using a portable 
recorder for the purpose of transcribing accurate dialogue between the researcher and the 
participants and to capture the performance of the musical works. All audio recordings 
will be kept as audio files within the researcher’s laptop computer within a coded secure 






Every effort will be made to ensure that the interview data gathered from participants will 
remain confidential. Genders will be changed and pseudonyms will be used in the 
reporting. There will be no identification of participating schools in this study. 
 
Time Commitment 
Students will meet for eight weekly scheduled composition workshops after the Youth 
Symphony rehearsal from 10:30 AM- 12:00 PM during the fall semester. The workshops 
will take place in FA200, Computer Lab at Kansas Wesleyan University. Students are 
asked to schedule two individual 30-minute interview sessions, one before the initial 
workshop, and one after the final recital. The interviews will take place in PH215 at 
Kansas Wesleyan University. Students are also asked to work on composition 
assignments at home, and respond to emails from the researcher. The time commitment 
on weekly assignments varies for each individual. Based on a pilot study, the assignments 
should be manageable in 1-2 hours per week. The researcher will provide the software 
needed to complete the assignments. 
 
Use of the Study 
It is expected that findings from this study will be included in the researcher’s 
dissertation, reported in articles submitted to peer-reviewed research journals, and 
presented at various professional meetings in the U.S. and abroad. At no time will 









Principal Investigator: Ken Hakoda 
Research Title: Compositional Process of High School Students for a School Large 
Ensemble: A Case Study  
• I have read and discussed the research description with the researcher. I have had 
the opportunity to ask questions about the purpose and procedures regarding this 
study. 
• My participation in this research is voluntary. I may refuse to participate or 
withdraw from participation at any time without penalty of any kind. 
• The researcher may withdraw me from the research at his/her professional 
discretion. 
• If, during the course of the study, significant new information that has been 
developed becomes available, which may relate to my willingness to participate, 
the investigator will provide this information to me. 
• Any information derived from the research project that personally identifies my 
child will not be voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate consent, 
except as specifically required by law. 
• If at any time I have any questions regarding the research or my participation, I 
can contact the principal researcher, who will answer my questions. The principal 
researcher is Ken Hakoda and his phone number is (785) XXX-XXXX. 
• If at any time I have comments or concerns regarding the conduct of the research 
or questions about my rights in this matter, I should contact the Teachers College, 
Columbia University Institutional Review Board (IRB). The phone number for 
the IRB is 212-678-1105, or I can write to the IRB at Teachers College, Columbia 
University, 525 W. 120th St., New York, NY, 10027, Box 151. 
• I will receive a copy of the Research Description and the Participant’s Rights 
document. 
• Only the research team will view any written materials and hear the audio-
recorded materials collected during this project. They will be destroyed at the 
completion of the project. 
• My signature means that I agree to allow my child’s participation in this study. 
 









Student (under 18) Informed Consent Letter 
Dear Youth Symphony Student: 
For the last several years, I have been working toward my doctorate degree in music 
education at the Teachers College, Columbia University. As one of the final steps toward 
this degree, I am conducting research on the musical composition process of high school 
students. As a composer, I am curious how high school students discover how to 
compose notated music for band and orchestra without formal training in music theory. 
Also, with several years of experience playing in instrumental ensembles, how you would 
perceive the process of musical composition?  
Participation in this research is voluntary. In this research you will participate in weekly 
workshops for musical composition under my supervision at Kansas Wesleyan University 
immediately after youth symphony rehearsal on Saturdays. Each week, you will work 
toward composing a composition for either band or orchestra. The research will require 
interviews, audio recordings, observations, and musical compositions to document your 
experience. The data collected will serve as a basis for my dissertation research. At the 
end of all the workshop, you should have a completed composition for either high school 
band or orchestra, which will be performed in a special recital during spring semester. All 
information will be kept completely confidential in accordance with the policies of the 
Institutional Review Board of Teachers College, Columbia University. 
I look forward to this opportunity to work with you. My hope is that you will have a 
positive learning experience in musical composition. I have attached a detailed 
description of this study and a participant’s rights document that requires your signature. 
Please return this form with your parent/guardian rights form at the first meeting. Feel 




Music Director / Conductor – Salina Symphony 






Description of the Research 
You are invited to participate in a research study that will look at the processes of musical 
composition for a large ensemble by high school students. This study requires students to 
attend weekly composition workshops supervised by the researcher, Ken Hakoda, to 
complete a composition for a large ensemble. The researcher will be gathering 
information. You are asked to submit a draft of your composition weekly. All workshops, 
as well as two formal interviews, will be recorded for the researcher to transcribe the 
conversations and dialogue that occurs during each session. A final recital will be 
recorded to evaluate the student compositions. All recorded material will remain in the 
sole possession of the researcher and will only be used for research purposes. Paper, as 
well as computer files, of student compositions will be collected for the research. The 
workshops will be held in Fine Arts Computer Lab at Kansas Wesleyan University, 100 
E. Claflin, Salina, KS. 
 
Risks and Benefits 
You may potentially not understand questions or comments from other participants in the 
study and feel vulnerable as a result of comments, or questions from other participants. 
The likelihood of these risks occurring is minimal; as this is the same amount of risk 
students and teachers encounter during regular classroom activities. Also, you may have 
difficulty completing the composition due to inadequate skills or knowledge. The 
researcher will try to provide all necessary guidance for each participant to complete the 
composition. There are no direct benefits for participants for participating in this 
research. Also, you have the right to withdraw from the research at any time. 
 
Payment 
Participants in this study will not be compensated in any way for participation in this 
study. 
 
Data Storage and Confidentiality 
All information will remain in the sole possession of the researcher and will only be used 
for the purpose of this study. No data will at any time be disseminated to outside sources. 
All data will remain in a locked cabinet in the researcher’s office. All workshops, 
performances and interviews will be recorded as audio files using a portable recorder in 
the purpose of transcribing accurate dialogue between the researcher and participants and 
capture the performance of musical works. All audio recordings will be kept as audio 
files within the researcher’s laptop computer within a coded secure folder using coded 
file names. All data will be erased upon the completion of the study. Every effort will be 
made to ensure that the interview data gathered from participants will remain 
confidential. Genders will be changed and pseudonyms will be used in the reporting. 







You will meet for eight weekly scheduled composition workshops after the Youth 
Symphony rehearsals from 10:30 AM- 12:00 PM during fall semester. The workshop will 
take place in FA200, Computer Lab at Kansas Wesleyan University. You are asked to 
schedule two individual 30-minute interview sessions, one before the initial workshop, 
and one after the final recital. The interviews will take place in PH215 at Kansas 
Wesleyan University. You are also asked to work on your composition assignments at 
home and respond to emails from the researcher. The time commitment on weekly 
assignments varies for each individual. Based on a pilot study, the assignments should be 
manageable in 1-2 hours per week. The researcher will provide the software. 
 
Use of the Study 
It is expected that findings from this study will be included in the researcher’s 
dissertation, reported in articles submitted to peer-reviewed research journals, and 
presented at various professional meetings in the U.S. and abroad. At no time will 








Student Assent Form 
Assent form for minors (8-17 years old) 
I________________________________ (student’s name) agree to participate in the 
study entitled: Compositional Process of High School Students for a School Large 
Ensemble: A Case Study.   
The purpose and nature of the study have been fully explained to me by Ken Hakoda.  
I understand what is being asked of me, and should I have any questions, I know that I 
can contact Mr. Hakoda at any time. I also understand that I can withdraw from the study 
any time I want to. 
 
Name of Participant: _______________________________ 
 






Please do not write below this line 
Investigator’s Verification of Explanation 
I certify that I have carefully explained the purpose and nature of this research to the 
above named student in age-appropriate language.  He / She has had the opportunity to 
discuss it with me in detail, I have answered his/her questions, and he/she has provided 
the assent to participate in this research. 
 








Student (over 18) Informed Consent Letter 
Dear Youth Symphony Student: 
For the last several years, I have been working toward my doctorate degree in music 
education at Teachers College, Columbia University. As one of the final steps toward this 
degree, I am conducting research on the musical composition processes of high school 
students. As a composer, I am curious how high school students discover the ways to 
compose notated music for the band and orchestra without formal training in music 
theory. With several years of experiences playing in instrumental ensembles, how would 
you perceive the process of musical composition?  
Participation in the research is voluntary. In this research you will participate in weekly 
workshops in musical composition under my supervision at Kansas Wesleyan University 
immediately after youth symphony rehearsal on Saturdays. Each week, you will work 
toward composing a composition for either band or orchestra. The research will require 
interviews, audio recordings, observations, and musical composition to document your 
experience. The data collected serve the basis for my dissertation research. At the end of 
all workshops, you should complete a composition for either high school band or 
orchestra, which will be performed in a special concert during spring semester. All 
information will be kept completely confidential in accordance with the policies of the 
Institutional Review Board of Teachers College, Columbia University. 
I look forward to this opportunity to work with you. My hope is that you will have a 
positive learning experience in the musical compositions. I have attached a detailed 
description of this study and a participant’s rights document that requires your signature. 
Please return this form during the first meeting. Feel free to contact me with any 




Music Director / Conductor – Salina Symphony 







Description of the Research 
You are invited to participate in a research study that will look at the processes of musical 
composition for a large ensemble by high school students. This study requires students to 
attend weekly composition workshops supervised by the researcher, Ken Hakoda, to 
complete a composition for a large ensemble. The researcher will be gathering 
information. You are asked to submit drafts of your composition weekly. All workshops 
as well as two formal interviews will be recorded for the researcher to transcribe the 
conversations and dialogues occurred during each session. The final recital will be 
recorded to evaluate the student compositions. All recorded material will remain in the 
sole possession of the researcher and will only be used for research purposes. Paper as 
well as computer files of student compositions will be collected for the research. The 
workshops will be held in Fine Arts Computer Lab at Kansas Wesleyan University, 100 
E. Claflin, Salina, KS. 
 
Risks and Benefits 
You may potentially not understand questions or comments from other participants in the 
study and feel vulnerable as a result of comments, or questions from other participants. 
The likelihood of these risks occurring is minimal has the same amount of risk students 
and teachers encounter during usual classroom activities. Also, you may have difficulty 
completing the composition due to inadequate skills or knowledge. The researcher will 
try to provide all necessary guidance for each participant to complete the composition. 
There are no direct benefits for participants for participating in this research. Also, you 
have a right to withdraw from the research at any time. 
 
Payment 
Participants in this study will not be compensated in any way for participation in this 
study. 
 
Data Storage and Confidentiality 
All information will remain in the sole possession of the researcher and will only be used 
for the purposes of this study. No data will at any time be disseminated to outside 
sources. All data will remain in a locked cabinet in the researcher’s office. Every 
workshops, performances and interviews will be recorded as audio file using a portable 
recorder in the purpose of transcribing the accurate dialogues between the researcher and 
participants and capture the performance of musical works. All audio recordings will be 
kept as audio files within the researcher’s laptop computer within a coded secure folder 
using coded file names. All data will be erased upon the completion of the study. Every 
effort will be made to ensure that the interview data gathered from participants will 
remain confidential. Genders will be changed and pseudonyms will be used in the 







You will meet for eight weekly scheduled composition workshops after the Youth 
Symphony rehearsal from 10:30 AM- 12:00 PM during the fall semester. The workshop 
will take place in FA200, Computer Lab at Kansas Wesleyan University. You are asked 
to schedule two individual 30 minutes interview sessions once before the initial workshop 
and once after the final recital. The interview will take place in PH215 at Kansas 
Wesleyan University. You are also asked to work on your composition as assignments at 
home and respond to emails from the researcher. The time commitment used on weekly 
assignments varies by each individual. Based on pilot study, the assignment should be 
manageable using 1-2 hours per week. The researcher will provide the software. 
 
Use of the Study 
It is expected that findings from this study will be included in the researcher’s 
dissertation, reported in articles submitted to peer-reviewed research journals, and 
presented at various professional meetings in the U.S. and abroad. At no time will 








Student (over 18) Rights and Assent Form 
Principal Investigator: Ken Hakoda 
Research Title: Compositional Process of High School Students for a School Large 
Ensemble: A Case Study  
• I have read and discussed the research description with the researcher. I have had the opportunity 
to ask questions about the purpose and procedures regarding this study. 
• My participation in this research is voluntary. I may refuse to participate or withdraw from 
participation at any time without penalty of any kind. 
• The researcher may withdraw me from the research at his professional discretion. 
• If, during the course of the study, significant new information that has been developed becomes 
available which may relate to my willingness to participate, the investigator will provide this 
information to me. 
• Any information derived from the research project that personally identifies you will not be 
voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate consent, except as specifically required by 
law. 
• If at any time I have any questions regarding the research or my participation, I can contact the 
principal researcher, who will answer my questions. The principal researcher is Ken Hakoda and 
his phone number is (785) XXX-XXXX. 
• If at any time I have comments or concerns regarding the conduct of the research or questions 
about my rights in this matter, I should contact the Teachers College, Columbia University 
Institutional Review Board (IRB). The phone number for the IRB is 212-678-1105, or I can write 
to the IRB at Teachers College, Columbia University, 525 W. 120th St., New York, NY, 10027, 
Box 151. 
• I will receive a copy of the Research Description and this Participant’s Rights document. 
• Only the research team will view any written documents and hear the audio-recorded materials 
collected during this project. They will be destroyed at the completion of the project. 
• My signature means that I agree to allow my participation in this study. 
 
I________________________________ (student’s name) read my rights above and 
agree to participate in the study.  I understand what is being asked of me, and should I 
have any questions, I know that I can contact Mr. Hakoda at any time. I also understand 
that I can withdraw from the study any time I want to. 
Name of Participant: _______________________________ 












Name:___________________________________ Grade in School:_______________ 
 
Thank you very much for willing to a part this workshop in the musical composition.  I 
would like to ask you a series of questions, so I understand your thoughts about musical 
composition and also your background in music. 
1. Please describe your background in music.  For example, how many years have 
you played your instruments, which you play in the youth symphony?  Also, do 
you have any instruments that you play, and how long? 
 
 
2. Have you study any Music Theory?  If yes, where? 
 
 
3. In your own words, please define Musical Composition?   
 
 
4. What are the elements exist in the musical composition? 
 
 
5. Who is your favorite composers and why? 
 
 
6. What do you want to accomplish through this workshop? 
 
 








Name:___________________________________ Grade in School:_______________ 
 
Thank you very much for your time participating the musical composition workshop.  I 
would like to ask you a series of questions to gather information on your thoughts / 
knowledge as you completed the workshop. 
1. Using your own words, please define what is the musical composition. 
 
2. Describe the process you used to compose your composition. 
 
3. What was the most difficult process for you to compose this composition? 
 
4. What was the easiest process for you to compose this composition? 
 
5. What skills and experiences you had previously help you to compose music? 
 
6. What skills or experiences you feel that you need more as you compose music in 
the future? 
 
7. What was the most important element for your composition? 
 
8. Did you enjoy the process of composing music?  Describe how you would 
compose your next piece. Would you approach differently?   
 
9. Please write your overall experience through composition workshop.  How did 

















































































































































Jonathan: “The Struggle and Victory” 
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Michael: “Galileo” 
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